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ABSTRACT 

This research explores the experiences of children living globally mobile lives. The 

children live in families where one or more parents are highly skilled professionals 

and mobility is an ever-present element of their employment. Understandings around 

the concept of ‘home’ can be wide-ranging for these children. A European 

International School is the site of the research. The majority of the students in the 

school are living outside of their ‘birth’ nation and culture, and may therefore be 

classified as ‘Third Culture Kids’ (Useem, Useem, & Donoghue, 1964). Third Culture 

Kids (TCKs) are loosely defined as children who do not live in their country of origin, 

and are foreigners in the countries in which they reside. As such, these children are 

members of an imaginary ‘third culture’ of those with similar lifestyles (Pollock & 

Reken, 2009; Useem et al. 1964).  

 

A sociocultural-new literacies paradigm provides a generative approach for 

exploration of the multiple dimensions of these children’s lives in the 21st century. 

The research compares and contrasts the children’s different forms of play involving 

digital technologies, including social connectivity facilitated through playful uses of 

technology. In many regards, for children whose lives are defined by the fact that they 

continually move away from existing social environments, new technologies have had 

extraordinary consequences. Computers and the Internet are significant components 

of most of these children’s out-of-school worlds, and are enjoyed in both private and 

social environments. The role of technologies in these children’s school lives is also 

considered. This dissertation particularly focuses on the ways in which identities, 

online and offline worlds, everyday life and literacies and the worlds of school, 

interact in the lives of these young people. 
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When interviewed in the course of the study, many children discussed some kind of 

resistance towards the gendered subjectivities they perceived were available to them, 

and although this dimension of the research was not anticipated at the outset of the 

project, gender became a significant focus. In this research children are seen as 

agential, a part of the life and advancement of societies, beings rather than becomings 

(Prout, 2008). The unique mix of these children as a group, coming from a range of 

different cultural backgrounds yet united through the experience of living a globally 

mobile lifestyle, is an example of the different facets of globalization from a human 

perspective.  

 

Multicase study methodologies guided the overall design of the research. The dataset 

was built during one year talking with and observing twenty children recruited from 

Grades 3, 4, 5 and 6. Research methods included interviews, observations taken in 

both formal classroom contexts and during after-school computer clubs, as well as 

discussions focused around the content of a take-home journal. The views of the 

children’s parents and teachers were also sought and considered. During the course of 

the research as meta-links across many of the data files were identified, the data was 

eventually reclassified into three main clusters of ideas - technology, home, and 

gender. These three clusters were used to focus the analysis of the data. The data 

analysis was guided by the propositions found in Burnett, Merchant, Pahl, and 

Rowsell’s (2014) (im)materialities framework. This textual analysis framework is 

designed to highlight the interplay of the material and the immaterial aspects of 

literacy events, and draws together four conceptual lenses; spatiality, mediation, 

materiality and embodiment, in order to explore the complexity of meaning-making. 
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Working with all four of these conceptual lenses allowed the data to be thought about 

across a wide range of perspectives to draw attention to the complexity of ways these 

children operate in the world. 
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CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION  

Children who live a globally mobile lifestyle are atypical, if not unusual. There are a 

number of reasons this lifestyle might occur. Within the focus of this study, the 

mobility is due to the nature of their parent’s/parents’ employment. One way that 

economic globalization has manifested itself is through an increase in the movement 

of human capital. The children in this research come from families in which one or 

more parents are highly skilled professionals, under the employment of multinational 

businesses, or organisations that are either nationally based, such as diplomatic corps, 

or within intergovernmental organisations and NGOs such as the various United 

Nations organisations. In these circumstances, mobility is often an ever-present 

element of employment, and biennial relocations are not uncommon. This research 

explores the lives of a group of children living within such families. 

 

1.1 BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 

This dissertation treads a now familiar new literacies research path, and explores the 

ways in which identities, online and offline worlds, everyday life and literacies and 

the worlds of school, interplay in the lives of young people. Many insights into how 

these interplay are needed in order to build a thorough and complex body of 

knowledge about the lives of children today, and work towards successful teaching 

and learning to support children’s futures. New literacies approaches provide a useful 

lens for understanding the lives of this specific group of children. These children’s 

shared characteristic is that they live mobile lifestyles and are growing up in countries 

in which they are guests rather than passport-holders. This research is focused on 

understanding the multiple dimensions of these children’s lives. However, in 

exploring this, the research also contributes both a fresh contextual perspective within 
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New Literacies studies, and a different analytical focus within International 

Schools/Third Culture Kids literature.  

 

The experiences of globally mobile children or ‘Third Culture Kids’ (Useem et al., 

1964) have been documented and discussed over the last fifty years. Third Culture 

Kids (TCKs) are loosely defined as children who do not live in their country of origin, 

and are foreigners in the countries where they reside. As such, it is suggested that 

these children are members of an imaginary ‘third culture’ of those with similar 

lifestyles (Pollock & van Reken, 2009; Useem et al., 1964). Publications about TCKs 

have mostly been undertaken from one of two different perspectives to benefit two 

different interested bodies, although there is much overlap in the two areas. One focus 

is a self-help literature, which aims to support families who undertake this lifestyle, 

and young adults who have been raised in this way as they transition into 

independent, and possibly more locationally stable, lifestyles. The second focus is 

research into International Schools and International Education, a literature that is 

often linked, in Western contexts, with research into the acquisition of English as an 

additional language. Outside of these arenas of vested interest, there has been little 

conversation about the experiences of globally mobile children. 

 

This research aims to address this absence. In addition to being a parent to two 

globally mobile children, I have been a teacher of these children across a range of age 

groups and curriculum areas. In this role, I developed a desire for knowledge as to 

how digital technologies factor into the lives of children, influenced by my own 

developing interest in new understandings of literacies. The experiences of globally 

mobile children as literate beings has a place in conversations outside of International 



 

 3 

School classrooms as they offer distinctive insights into some key strands in new 

literacies research: the impact of digital worlds; the interrelationships of the global 

and the local; and identity. Conversely, within the International Schools’ literature 

there is little evidence of new literacies understandings, particularly in relation to 

digital literacies. Yet these understandings would be helpful when considering how 

new technologies impact the lives of International School children, so that 

International Schools could appreciate the complexities of this impact. In many 

regards, for children whose lives are defined by the fact that they continually move 

away from existing social environments, new technologies have had extraordinary 

consequences.  

 

The unique mix of these children as a group, coming from a range of cultural 

backgrounds yet united through the experience of a globally mobile lifestyle, 

introduces new perspectives to explorations of the different facets of globalization 

from a human perspective. As a part of this, the role that media and new technologies 

might play in this global change is seen in small local effect in the experiences of 

these children. Developing from this, I was interested to know how this particular 

body of children negotiate and draw upon the diverse range of discourses they 

encounter across the different aspects of their lives, not only via the new media that 

they come across through digital pathways, but from their family in their homes, and 

from friends in out-of-class hours, and within the ideologies disseminated at their 

school. This is a deeper knowledge of these children’s literate lives and meaning-

making processes than concerns about language acquisition, the topic that sometimes 

dominates day-to-day professional conversations concerning ‘literacy’ in International 

School environments.  
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1.2 RESEARCH OVERVIEW 

The research was undertaken at a large International School located in a major 

European city. Twenty children were recruited from Grades 3 – 6 inclusive. To ensure 

that the children were foregrounded as the essential actors and focus of the research it 

was devised as a multiple case study. The data gathering process was held over the 

course of a school year. All children were interviewed twice, and their teachers and 

some of their parents were also interviewed. The children’s interviews centred on 

their home life and experiences as globally mobile children, their school life, and their 

play experiences and use of leisure time. Interviews with teachers and parents 

encompassed similar themes of home, school and media, and were used as 

background data to help build a richer picture of the children’s lives.  

 

The twenty children were each given a journal to be used as an additional, differently 

mediated, means of sharing information about their experiences. Different children 

used the journals in different ways, but mostly they were used to record at home 

experiences of play involving digital technologies. These journals were principally 

intended to be aide memoires to guide the conversation during individual, weekly 

‘chats’ with me. These chats ensured a continuing connection could be maintained 

with the participants over the year. During these chats, the children mostly spoke 

about their recent activities, often what they had been doing on the computer in their 

private time, but also their school experiences, or activities with their friends. Two 

different types of field observations were also undertaken, namely in-class 

observations during the school day, and observations made during a series of after-

school grade-level computer clubs that were especially convened as a part of the 

study. Not all participants were able to attend these clubs, as anticipated, and extra 
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children were recruited into the different grade-level groups to facilitate a social 

environment. While not a part of the case studies per se, incidents involving these 

extra recruits are included in the dataset where they seemed particularly relevant. 

Within the text these extra children are referred to by an initial only, to distinguish 

them from the children who volunteered as full participants and met with me regularly 

over the duration of the school year.  

 

1.2.1  Data Management 

Recordings made during chats, interviews, and observations were transcribed. These, 

along with field notes and screenshots made during these times, and photographs of 

the children’s journal entries, were sorted into topic files. Increasingly meta-links 

across many of these topic files were identified, and the data was eventually 

reclassified into three main clusters of ideas: technology, home, and gender. These 

three clusters were used to focus the discussion and analysis of the data. The data 

analysis was guided by the propositions found in the (im)materialities framework 

(Burnett, Merchant, Pahl & Rowsell, 2014). This textual analysis framework is 

designed to highlight the interplay of the material and the immaterial aspects of 

literacy events, and draws together four conceptual lenses; spatiality, mediation, 

materiality and embodiment, in order to explore the complexity of meaning-making. 

Utilising all four of these conceptual lenses allowed the data to be viewed from a wide 

range of perspectives, supporting an understanding of meaning-making processes as 

multifarious and of baroque complexity (Burnett et al. 2014; Kwa, 2002). In the 

analysis chapters that follow, the four propositions are used with a light touch as to 

maintain an open-ended account in which the children’s lives are examined, and to 
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some degree their complexity made visible, yet the children’s voices remain 

foregrounded.  

 

The methodological and theoretical directions outlined above were adopted after 

periods of exploration. In my first research proposal I stated that I would adopt a 

critical perspective towards the research, both in my theoretical positioning and via 

the application of critical discourse tools. This starting point was due to a 

longstanding interest in postcolonial theory, developed in the course of living in 

countries with vastly unequal distributions of power between different cultural 

groups. This had led on to an interest in critical pedagogy as a means to work against 

such cultural inequity. I assumed that because these children were always positioned 

as outsiders within the cultures they were living in, and to a lesser extent because they 

were culturally diverse as a group, an interrogation of the critical postcolonial themes 

of culture, belonging, and power, would be apposite to the data. During the process of 

the data collection, pursuing this theoretical underpinning further began to seem 

questionable. While a valid approach for thinking about individuals from diverse 

nationalities, considerations of cultural/national difference were not the most pressing 

concerns of these children. To lead from this theoretical position seemed to be leading 

from my assumptions rather than from these children’s voices. Other potential 

theoretical directions were then considered to try to find a best fit for the research, as 

documented in Chapter 4, Methodology. Eventually, a broad, sociocultural-new 

literacies approach provided a generative framework for exploration. Within the new 

literacies paradigm, identity and power are understood as intricately interwoven with 

literacy practices, so these themes were not discarded, but instead presented through a 

different perspective.  
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1.3 CHAPTER OUTLINES 

The dissertation is divided into nine chapters. It draws upon the dataset built during 

my year talking with and observing the twenty children. This first chapter outlines the 

circumstances in which the research was devised, the rationale for its undertaking, 

and gives a brief introductory description of the processes involved in shaping its 

methodological and theoretical framing. Chapter 2 Outer Worlds and Chapter 3 Inner 

Worlds place the research within its contextual and discursive positionings. Drawing 

from the usage of ‘inner world’ to infer an individual’s unspoken thoughts, outer 

worlds and inner worlds are used as symbolic structures to contain the literatures that 

background the research, although they refer to ‘worlds’ that are in many aspects co-

constitutive.  

 

Chapter 2, Outer Worlds, considers the broad notion of globalization and how that 

might be thought about in everyday local settings. This chapter describes the worlds 

that these children operate within but have lesser control over, beginning with the 

physical location in which the research was undertaken, the International School. 

Firstly, a brief historical picture of the development of International Schools and their 

purposes within the globalising sweeps of the early twentieth century is given. This is 

followed by an overview of the literature considering the directions that International 

Schools now appear to be taking one century later. An account of the circumstances 

surrounding the establishment of the particular International School where the 

research is undertaken follows. Moving on from this, the chapter discusses the 

International Baccalaureate programme, the curriculum of the school. The chapter 

then moves on to discuss the body of literature that is concerned with the 

characteristic experiences of the globally mobile children who people International 
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Schools. This is particularly focused on research into ‘Third Culture Kids’ (TCKs). In 

this dissertation the labels ‘globally mobile children’ and ‘TCKs’ are used 

interchangeably. 

 

Chapter 3 Inner Worlds, is directed from within the child looking out to the world. It 

takes an intimate view of the children’s life worlds, highlighting personal aspects of 

self that may offer the children possibilities for agency. This chapter is divided into 

three sections: childhood, family and play; identities, discourses and gender; literacies 

and identities. Within the contemporary understandings of childhood adopted here, 

childhood is understood as a social construction, to be taken into account alongside 

other social constructions such as gender and class. In this research children are seen 

as a part of the life and advancement of societies, beings rather than becomings 

(Prout, 2008). Aspects of family life are discussed in this chapter, particularly 

focusing on how family life might be realised within the context of globally mobile 

families. Discourses that are circulated through the media such as moral panic debates 

about children being ‘at risk’ in the worlds of digital technologies and the Internet, are 

also discussed. This is followed by a discussion on the elements of play, and a brief 

exploration of the extensive literature on digital play. 

 

Chapter 3 also outlines how concepts of identity, subjectivity and discourse are 

understood. This section concludes with an extensive discussion of gender, in keeping 

with the centrality of this concern to the children. The final section of Chapter 3 

connects the idea of Inner Worlds with understandings of literacies and identities 

from a new literacies perspective, guided by the components of Burnett et al.’s (2014) 

(im)materialities framework. Children’s meaning-making experiences with both home 
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and school literacies are considered through a discussion of the ways in which these 

experiences may be shaped. Spatiality as an analytical lens to consider meaning-

making practices is discussed, as is mediation, reflecting on the changing nature of 

this aspect of communication in contemporary digital worlds. This is followed by a 

discussion of material stuff as a component of literacy practices and in realisations of 

identities and subjectivities. Finally, embodiment and sensual perception are 

considered as lenses from which to view literacy practices.  

 

Chapter 4, Methodology, discusses my role as the researcher. The chapter is separated 

into three sections: Directions, Considerations, and Actions. In Directions, the nature 

of the approaches to, and guiding structures of, this research are discussed. A detailed 

account of the process of settling on a sociocultural approach to the research is given 

and the choice of case study methods as a guiding structure is defended against other 

possible methods. In Considerations, a range of concerns connected with the research 

gathering process is discussed. These include working with children as research 

subjects, the particular concerns of research involving digital technologies and online 

spaces, and a discussion of the formal ethical procedures undertaken. Because the 

research deals with a group of children from a range of language backgrounds, a brief 

consideration of language and comprehension is also included in this section, which 

then concludes with a reflection on my role as researcher. The final section of Chapter 

4, Actions, narrates how the research proceeded, including a discussion of the early 

steps into the field, and adaptations that occurred during the research process. This 

section fleshes out the research design, discussing approaches to interviews, 

management of children’s journals, and the ways in which observations were carried 

out. This is followed by a discussion of how the resulting data was managed. 
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Chapter 5, Participant Profiles, is a short chapter introducing the twenty children and 

contains a vignette of each. It includes a number of images, such as objects owned by 

the children, or examples of their writing and/or drawing from their journals. This 

chapter is intended to assist the reader navigate through the chapters that follow, 

supplying a place to return and recall each child.  

 

Chapter 6, Technology, is the first of the three discussion and analysis chapters and 

focuses on a cluster of ideas around technology. The first, and most lengthy section of 

this chapter compares and contrasts forms of play involving digital technologies. A 

wide range of play is discussed, including imaginative play triggered by Internet 

worlds, and playful role-play, possibly triggered by the research itself. The chapter 

illustrates how literacy-rich much at-home play involving technology is, for example 

Caitlyn spent many hours of her free-time writing narratives in online spaces. Only 

one of the children, Grade 6 student Lauren, spent much time in the social network 

site Facebook, although it was very popular with students in Grades 6-12 in the 

school. A discussion of Lauren’s use of Facebook is included within this discussion 

on play. As a newish social space in the lives of these children at this time, its use is 

viewed as playful due to its novelty and because of its role as a virtual extension of 

the school playground spaces. Other kinds of social connectivity facilitated through 

playful uses of technology are also discussed.  

 

The role of technologies in the children’s school lives is also considered. This is based 

on classroom observations. The school was well-equipped with technological ‘stuff’, 

although it appeared that this was not always used in particularly effective ways. For 

the majority of children, effective learning with technologies took place in out-of-
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school contexts. This chapter also looks into the ways in which family life interplayed 

into the children’s digital lives. Parents and siblings were particularly prominent 

players in narratives about technologies in out-of-school contexts. Chapter 6 

concludes with a graphic illustration of some summary themes raised in the chapter. 

 

Chapter 7 deals with notions of home. Understandings around the concept of ‘home’ 

can be wide-ranging. In this chapter, and throughout the dissertation, an upper case H 

is used to distinguish Home as a national allegiance or passport-enabled Home 

country, from home as a place of residence. Through its work, this chapter explores 

the suggestion that globally mobile children are ambivalent about notions of 

belonging and home (Hayden, 2012). The chapter is structured as a series of four case 

studies, with concluding comparative remarks. The first of these case studies is about 

a new arrival to the school Lihua, whose family is Chinese. The second case study 

concerns Rania, a Grade 4 student born in Bangladesh. The third case study is about 

another Grade 4 student, Ashley, who had come to the school from England. The final 

case study is one of the older children, Grade 6 student Edward. During our first 

interview, when I asked Edward where he was born, he was unsure about the answer.  

 

Chapter 8 addresses a cluster of ideas around gender. Gender was a dominant theme 

in a number of the children’s conversations and in observed literacy events, although 

this was not anticipated in the research’s planning stages. Many children discussed 

some kind of resistance towards the gendered subjectivities they perceived were 

available to them. The chapter discusses how three different girls positioned 

themselves as gendered individuals, and explores some boys’ actions in the Grade 4 



 

 12 

and the Grade 5 computer clubs. Interactions between two students in a school 

corridor, and between a teacher and their class, are also discussed.  

 

Chapter 9 Conclusions, gathers together reflections on the main ideas emerging from 

the three previous discussion and analysis chapters, and suggests possible 

implications of this work.  

 

1.4 KEY DEFINITIONS 

Third Culture Kids – children who accompany their parents on work contracts 

undertaken in foreign countries. These children may be dislocated from both their 

‘host’ country and their country of origin, yet share similar lifestyles with other 

children who have had similar experiences, thereby sharing in an alternative ‘third’ 

culture.  

 

International Baccaulaureate (IB) – an educational foundation offering four 

educational programmes for children. These are the:  

Primary Years Programme (PYP),  

Middle Years Programme (MYP),  

Diploma Programme (DP),  

Career-related Programme (CP). 
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CHAPTER 2 OUTER WORLDS  

This chapter considers the worlds that surround and shape the experiences of the 

children in this research. These worlds are directed by large global flows, such as 

market forces and political climates, over which the individual, especially the younger 

and less powerful, have little influence and control. It commences with a discussion of 

International Schools, and the literature concerning the globally mobile children who 

attend them. Then, in order to fully consider these children within the larger flows of 

the world, a broad overview of some of the concepts of globalization, and the 

structures of cultural difference that may impact upon their lives is given. 

Glocalization, nationalism, and some conversations surrounding race as a social 

category are introduced. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of Appadurai’s 

imaginary -scapes (1996), a construct that provides ways to think about outer world 

perspectives in current times. 

 

2.1 INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS AND THIRD CULTURE KIDS 

The first section of this chapter builds a picture of the outer worlds that have a direct 

effect on the lives of these children. It outlines their schooling system, and begins to 

build a picture of how the circumstances of their lifestyles contributes to how these 

children experience the world.  

 

2.1.1 International Schools: the Location of the Research  

The title International School is generally used to indicate characteristics of a school 

population, and/or the curriculum a school offers (Hayden, 2012; Hayden, Levy, & 

Thompson, 2007; Marshall, 2007). The school in which this research is undertaken 

services both an international clientele and offers the three International 
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Baccalaureate Programmes, the Primary Years Programme (PYP), the Middle Years 

Programme (MYP) and the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP), 

a curriculum which was conceived to support the globally mobile population (Hill, 

2007) and is sometimes seen as synonymous with international education (Walker, 

2012a, 2012b). However, as will be discussed later, international education is a 

contestable term.  

 

The school in which this research was undertaken grounds itself in the values of the 

International Baccalaureate (IB), the curriculum it offers, and, to some extent the 

ideals of the United Nations and affiliated organisations, the community that it 

services. As such, it follows a historical model, the International Schools established 

from the 1920s, which themselves instigated the IB, and catered for the children of 

diplomats and the then developing transnational and/or non-governmental 

organisations (Hayden, 2011, 2012; Walker, 2012b). To cater for a wide range of 

cultural backgrounds, and foster an idealistic, humanitarian ideology, these schools, 

which had links to the New Education Movement (Walker, 2012a), operated with a 

constructionist pedagogy that cultivated student-led inquiry and discursive, 

exploratory learning experiences. This aspect of the research site is clarified because a 

consistent theme of the literature exploring International Schools is that there is no 

uniform definition of what constitutes such a thing (Hayden et al. 2007; Hayden & 

Thompson, 2001; Thompson, 2012). Tate (2012) writes that ‘original International 

Schools’, such as the research site, ‘now constitute a small minority within those 

schools that offer IB programmes’ (p 207).  
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In the particular International School in which this study is located, the majority of 

students are the children of those employed by intergovernmental organisations. In its 

constitution the school is mandated to prioritise the enrolment of these children and 

was established for this very purpose, building from an existing British curriculum 

school to do so. The school was founded to ensure that the staff of these mostly 

United Nations affiliated organisations were able to maintain a stable family life by 

ensuring that their families would always have access to a school place. The initial 

establishment of the school was supported by the local government of the city in 

which it is located (the host city) as part of a package of incentives to encourage the 

formation of international agencies in the city. As time and the global economy have 

moved on, the financial perks offered to the school and its staff members have 

dissipated, and at the time of writing, the remaining annual subsidy from the host 

government is soon to be cancelled. This declining local support may in part be 

influenced by a changed community attitude, cultivated by a section of the country’s 

media, which views the international community as elites in its midst, and questions 

the use of public funding to support their institutions. (In order to protect the 

anonymity of the school, and ergo the participants, no citations are being used in this 

historical backgrounding.)  

 

In the late 20th Century, a body of literature began to explore the gap between ‘doing 

international education and knowing what international education actually was’ 

(Walker, 2012a p.275). Hayden (2011) writes of two areas of growth within the 

‘internationalisation’ of education and these areas can be used to demonstrate the 

different perceptions of what might constitute an international education. Firstly, in 

parallel with the idealistic world unity ideology of the middle and later twentieth 
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century, there has been an agenda, generally realised in fits and starts, to 

internationalise schooling within some national educational systems (Marshall, 2007; 

Thompson, 2012). This has been implemented by the adoption of global education 

packages, often focused on one subject area and produced by organisations such as 

UNESCO. The use of these packages has been enabled by the increasing ease of 

communicative access provided by digital technologies (Hayden, 2011). Further to 

this, and possibly with more commercial intent on the part of schools, an international 

education has also been associated with the implementation of entire ‘international 

curriculums’, such as the International Baccalaureate programmes. These have 

increasingly been adopted by selected national schools, both private and government 

funded (Hayden, 2011; Hill, 2007; Marshall, 2007). The second area of growth in the 

internationalisation of education has been the increasing numbers of so-called 

International Schools worldwide. However, schools labelled as International are ‘not 

only growing in number’ but are ‘mutating at the same time in terms of the diversity 

of the education offered to their students’ (Hayden, 2011 p.214). The title has most 

recently been given to a selection of commercially-driven schools, which carry 

‘International’ as a form of elitist branding and offer forms of national curriculums 

(Hayden, 2012; Hayden & Thompson, 1995), for example, international outposts of 

well-known English public schools like Harrow School (n.d.). Walker proposes that 

this indicates that the ‘connection between international education and international 

schools has been untied’ (2012a p.275).  

 

Hayden (2011) suggests ‘elite’ International Schools operate within an aura of ‘social 

status by the socio-economically advantaged through the acquisition of a ‘Western’ 

education’ (p.216) and asks the interesting question, ‘(w)hen the socio-economically 
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privileged aspire to be educated through a form of schooling that is English-medium 

and essentially liberal in philosophy, what effect on national culture and society will 

follow?’ (p.221). The IB promotes bilingual education (Hill, 2007; Walker, 2012a). 

Nonetheless, one unifying feature which is most commonly found in International 

Schools offering an international education is a principally English language 

curriculum presented in an English-language medium which, Hayden notes, is a factor 

‘consistently cited as a strong reason for parental choice of international schools’ 

(2011 p.217). This may be viewed as both a pragmatic reality of the dominant 

position of English as a ‘global’ business language, and perhaps a Western hegemonic 

seizure of the ‘international’ adjective (Walker, 2012b).  

 

2.1.2 International Baccalaureate: An ‘International’ Curriculum 

McKenzie (2001) has noted that in the International Baccalaureate’s mission 

statements, the word international is not clearly defined and five different 

definitions/understandings of its use are found. These are international as: 

-Pan-national, in the sense of cross-cultural understanding;  

-Ex-national, such as the ‘international (or expatriate) community’;  

-Multinational, as in a cosmopolitan mix of inclusions; 

-Transnational, as in a document accepted by many countries;  

-Non-national, or not belonging to a particular government’s institutional authority.  

This mixed group of definitions and understandings are some illustration that the aims 

of the International Baccalaureate are extensive, complex, and to a large degree, 

idealistic. A Utopian vision of international community underpins the IB’s 

curriculum, as illustrated by this 2007 statement from the IB’s (then) deputy director: 

‘(t)he inculcation of humanitarian values was, and still is, a major objective of an IB 
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education’ (Hill, 2007 p.25). The IB demonstrates its value-laden objectives through 

ideological statements announcing the aim ‘to develop internationally minded people 

who, recognising their common humanity and shared guardianship of the planet, help 

to create a better and more peaceful world’ (International Baccalaureate, n.d., para.1). 

The IB’s conception of international mindedness is not advanced by forms of 

ideology that foreground discourses of difference and an ethos of equity, such as 

those addressing class, gender or sexual orientation (Singh & Qi, 2013). Instead it is 

defined according to less controversial qualities, such as multilingualism, and the 

fuzzy skills of intercultural understanding and global engagement.  

 

The IB provides clear guidelines for the stances students should take up, in the form 

of the ‘learner profile’. This lists ten character traits: inquirer, knowledgeable, thinker, 

communicator, principled, open-minded, caring, risk-taker, balanced, and reflective, 

and an assessment of the degree to which a student is displaying these qualities forms 

a part of the reporting process. Walker (2012a; also 2012b) questions whether such 

‘international education (is) really international or is it built upon a set of values (…) 

that are associated with the Western Enlightenment and not necessarily shared (…) or 

at least prioritised in the same way, by those whose long and rich cultural traditions 

stem from different origins?’ (p. 276). In its official documentation, the IB 

acknowledges that it has developed from a Western humanist philosophy and that, 

with the growth of the organisation and the increasing global spread of its use, the 

influence of non-Western cultures on all three of its curriculum programmes is 

increasingly important (Singh & Qi, 2013). Nevertheless, I could find no critique of 

the learner profile as a Westernised list of dispositions within IB literature, only 

confirmations of them as qualities that support ‘international mindedness’.  
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Central amongst the IB’s aims for formulating the IB Diploma was, and still is, the 

practical aim to provide an education that offers a coherent curriculum to the globally 

mobile middle-class, and allows entry into a worldwide spread of top quality tertiary 

institutions (Hill, 2007; McKenzie, 2001). Hayden (2011) suggests that this 

‘pragmatic dimension (…) has become increasingly high profile’ and suggests that – 

(i)t is ironic, then, that schools that developed originally to promote greater social 

harmony and understanding between peoples, as well as to facilitate mobility, seem to 

be contributing to a growing educational gap between social groups and thus to a 

growing inequality in societies (p. 221)   

Nonetheless, and taking into account the social trend moving away from sending 

children to boarding schools, many families have little option but to immerse their 

children in the IB curriculum in the International Schools accessible to them.  

  
2.1.3 Third Culture Kids: Defining and Backgrounding  

Increasingly in the last decades, as earlier noted, professionals and managers from 

intergovernmental organisations and multinational businesses have joined the 

traditionally itinerant groups - diplomats, missionaries and members of the armed 

forces - in globally peripatetic employment. The appellation ‘Third Culture Kids’ 

(TCKs) refers to the children who accompany their parents on such work contracts 

undertaken in foreign countries. For these children, ‘belonging’ is a complex and 

problematic notion. Removed from their extended families and other long-standing 

social networks, the children neither belong to the societies in which they reside nor, 

eventually, from the countries from which they originate – hence they become 

members of an imaginary third culture of global nomads, a ‘context where their way 

of life (i)s unchallenged and accepted’ (Sears, 2011, p.79). As Sears states, ‘there is 

clear evidence in the accounts to suggest that globally mobile children and young 
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people see themselves as being changed by their moves and thus different from those 

who do not move or those they left behind’ (2011 p.78). Within communities of those 

who also move, these changes are understood to a greater degree than perhaps they 

are within more stable groups of people. 

 

Hayden (2012) proposes that International School students typically fall into the three 

categories: Third Culture Kids, former Third Culture Kids, and children of the host 

country whose families have chosen to give them an international education. 

Demonstrating the uniqueness and cohesion of the Third Culture Kid grouping, 

former Third Culture Kids continue to be attracted to International Schools because 

they offer a ‘milieu which recognizes their way of life as the norm and with which 

they can identify’ (Sears, 2011, p.71), and a ‘community whose culture lies between 

that of ‘home’ and ‘abroad’’ (p.74). Within the Third Culture Kid category very 

different student profiles exist. Hayden (2012) for example, compares a child with: 

Two parents of the same nationality, whose grandparents live in the country of that 

nationality and are visited regularly (and who) attends an international school where 

most teachers and other students are also of that nationality (with) another child of two 

parents of different nationalities and first languages, who rarely visits grandparents and 

who attends an international school with no national affiliation (p.67).  

Despite these differences, the process of moving between different cultures and 

countries is in some way affecting for all children (and adults) who undertake it, as 

illustrated by a Third Culture Kid’s reflection, ‘(w)hen you move you feel different, 

you start looking at other people and saying: how are we different? And then you start 

seeing that there are some similarities’ (Sears, 2011, p.79).  
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The term Third Culture Kids is attributed to Ruth Useem and was first used in the 

1960s. Useem was an anthropologist who travelled to India with her 

husband/colleague and their three sons, to research the transitional experiences of 

Indian nationals who had undertaken tertiary education in the USA and then 

returned to India. The Useems later revisited India to research the experiences of 

ex-patriot Americans living and working there. In writing about these experiences 

they used the term ‘third culture’ to describe the shared characteristics of those 

who experience both Western and non-Western aspects of society from within the 

perspective of a non-Western setting. They suggested that this community formed 

‘tiny yet vital links between the Western and non-Western world’ (Useem et al., 

1964 p.17), an idea that seems somewhat archaic fifty years later. On their second 

trip, the Useems:  

(A)lso looked at the schools which were being set up for the education of minor 

dependents accompanying their parents abroad. In summarizing that which we had 

observed in our cross-cultural encounters, we began to use the term “third culture” as a 

generic term to cover the styles of life created, shared, and learned by persons who are 

in the process of relating their societies, or sections there of, to each other. The term 

“Third Culture Kids” or TCKs was coined to refer to the children who accompany their 

parents into another society.’ (Useem, 1993)  

Ruth Useem’s main research focus eventually became the effects of a Third Culture 

childhood on the individual once they reach adulthood. Following on from Useem’s 

pioneering work, a body of literature has developed exploring the effects of this 

lifestyle (McCaig, 1994; Pollock & van Reken, 2009; for an extensive list see Fail, 

Thompson, & Walker, 2004). 

 
Two early influential writers and activists in the field were McCaig and Pollock:   
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Norma McCaig was raised in a globally mobile family and is credited with coining 

the term ‘global nomads’ in 1984 as a broader, alternative label to Third Culture Kid 

(Expatwomen, 2008; Hayden, 2012; McCaig, 2001). She is also attributed with the 

terms ‘cultural chameleon’ and ‘passport culture’. She started a Global Nomad 

organisation for American university campuses to provide communities for students 

who experience this kind of upbringing.  

 

David Pollock was a pastor from the New York/New Jersey area, who took a 

missionary post in Kenya from 1975 – 1980. His wife and four children accompanied 

him. The experience of TCKs became his work focus after this event. He co-authored 

with Ruth van Reken a popular text, The Third Culture Kid Experience, (1999), 

revised and retitled as Third Culture Kids: The Experience of Growing Up Among 

Worlds in 2009, and travelled and spoke on issues concerning mobile families. His 

focus was the importance of providing a flow of care for such children, including: 

preparation for transition to overseas assignments, support while living and working 

cross-culturally, and preparation for re-entry into a home culture.    

 

2.1.4 Third Culture Kids: Reflecting on Commonalities  

A number of common threads exist in discussions around the experiences of this 

group and the implications of their lifestyle, although, ‘(t)he situation is clearly 

complex and it is misleading to over-generalize’ (Hayden, 2012 p.59). TCK children 

‘tend to hail from professional homes’ and ‘a very high proportion of such students go 

on to tertiary education’ (Hayden, 2012 p.66). However, Hayden (2012) suggests that 

TCK families may be best thought of ‘as part of an international middle class rather 

than of a global elite’ (p.72). Grimshaw and Sears (2008) suggest that Third Culture 
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Kids and their families should simply be viewed as ‘(j)ust one of many voluntary and 

involuntary migratory groups’ (p.260). However, the intention of the parent(s) may be 

one distinction between the lives of TCKs, and the children of adults who choose to 

migrate permanently. In narratives about voluntary migration, the romantic quest of 

wanting to provide a better future for the next generation is a familiar theme. But in 

the case of the globally itinerant professional the main factor behind the move may be 

the career aims of the parent, rather than the future success of the child. Again it is 

important to adopt an anti-essentialist position however, and recognise that there are a 

range of reasons why a globally mobile lifestyle may be adopted, including for one of 

the research participants in this study, the decision to leave the home country because 

of war. 

 

While there is much to be learnt from the expanded understanding of the world that 

global mobility offers young people, typically the negative effects of this lifestyle 

have been documented in the Third Culture Kids literature (Ezra, 2003; Gillies, 1998; 

Hayden, 2012; McCaig, 1994). For example, while TCKs typically develop the ability 

to form friendships quickly (Hayden, 2012; Pollock & van Reken, 2009; Sears, 2011), 

they also need to manage the frequent ending of these relationships due to the need to 

relocate to their parent’s/parents’ next posting (Pollock & van Reken, 1999; Gould, 

2001). As Hayden (2012) acknowledges, although these children clearly have 

‘material advantages and (…) social and educational capital’ they also must manage 

‘disrupted lifestyles, frequently changing friendships, linguistic challenges and 

ambivalence about a clear sense of belonging and home’ (p73). Grimshaw & Sears 

(2008) observe that these children ‘need to adjust to an ever-unfolding sequence of 

changes’, which they suggest may include the challenging experiences of:  
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(A)daption to a country which may be at a different stage of economic development 

from that of the student, assimilation of new cultural behaviours, the need to cope with 

a new host country language, and the loss of school friends year upon year (p.261).  

As a consequence, Sears (2011) proposes that ‘(t)ypically, such a childhood may lead 

in young adulthood to issues of uncertainty related to personal identity’ (p.74) and 

that ‘mobile students hold their identity options in a state of balance. No one aspect of 

their lives was sufficient to account for themselves as persons’ (p.80). 

 

Sears (2011) has documented the use of narrative as a tool for Third Culture Kids to 

construct a sense of self. She noted that even first time movers ‘evinced an awareness 

that they could no longer give a simple explanation of who they were, or where they 

were from’ (p.84). She found that students identified themselves as ‘people who 

move’ and constructed narratives to relate their life histories through the stages of 

these moves. ‘Viewing themselves as people who move appears to offer a means of 

making sense of their multiple attachments and experiences and allows them, within a 

community that shares this lifestyle, to sustain an integrated identity’ (Sears, 2011, 

p.81). Sears observed that the question ‘Where are you from? (…) Necessitated on the 

part of the students a full account of their relocation history’, and that the archetypal 

answer to the question was, ‘How long have you got?’ (pp.80-81). Answers did not 

necessarily relate to the passport country or the birth country of the child, although 

this was often a part of the narrative. One example she gives is that of twin sisters 

who answered the question of ‘where are you from?’ differently, one naming the 

family’s country of origin, the other a place where they had had a long and happy 

posting.  
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Sears’ study adopted a symbolic interactionist position, acknowledging, ‘(i)t is 

important to recognize global nomads not only as individuals but also as members of 

social networks’ (Grimshaw and Sears, 2008, p.263). She considered that parents 

(most frequently the mother in Sears’ reckoning) play an important role in crafting 

and anchoring the collective family identity in mobile households, which aided in 

creation of a ‘sustained’ life narrative for their children (Sears, 2011, p.84). The ways 

in which families shape and support life narratives may show cultural differences 

(Wang & Brockmeier, 2002). For example, when analysing conversations recounting 

shared experiences between Asian pre-school children and their mothers, and between 

American pre-school children and their mothers, Wang and Brockmeier (2002) 

deduced that: 

(I)nstead of serving the purpose of helping children build individuality and construct a 

unique autobiographical self, as is often occasioned in American middle-class families, 

family discussions about the shared past in many Asian cultures primarily serve to 

establish a sense of connectedness and proper behavioral conduct in children. (p. 54). 

Grimshaw and Sears’ (2008) have suggested that Third Culture Kids’ literature ‘has 

tended to downplay stabilizing factors such as the roles played by family and 

expatriate communities of the same ethnic background’ (p. 263). 

 

Third Culture Kids often need to work with and live with multiple languages. It can 

be difficult for globally mobile families to maintain adequate language development 

and resources in their native language. This can result in TCK children being 

functionally illiterate in their first language, meaning that they are often able to speak, 

but have very limited reading and writing skills (assuming that their first language has 

a written form). For children in situations where their first language is not solidly 

developed, and as a teacher in this sector I have seen a number of examples of this, 
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connections with their extended family, and later settling in their passport countries 

(as there may be no other alternatives) become challenging. On the other hand, some 

families hold bilingualism as an elite ability, and, encourage their children to ‘hold 

their own language and culture in high esteem’ (Grimshaw & Sears, 2008 p.268). 

 

The theme of home and belonging is a typical focus for TCK literature, as simple 

answers based on geographical location are no longer possible. For Third Culture 

Kids home may be ‘a shifting concept in a life of constant mobility’ (Sears, 2011, 

p.81). Hayden (2012) writes that for some children ‘relocation is so much the norm 

that their entire childhood may be considered a permanent series of temporary 

displacements’ (p.60). Questions about the longer-term impact of this kind of 

upbringing naturally emerge in writing about TCKs and their sense of home and 

belonging. In a case study involving a (now adult) Third Culture Kid, Greenholtz and 

Kim (2009) assessed the belief that ‘cultural hybrids seem at home in any cultural 

context, but feel at home only amongst others with a similar cultural history’ (p. 391), 

concluding that ‘(t)he multiplicity of perspectives to which they have access tugs 

them in different directions, leaving them feeling that they have no bedrock values or 

sense of truth’ (p.393).  

 

Nette and Hayden (2007) investigated 120 children aged between 9-11 attending an 

International School in Botswana, and suggested that the children studied ‘do indeed 

have a sense of belonging. What they have difficulty with is identifying a specific 

place of belonging’ (p. 442). This appeared to the researchers to develop slowly, so 

the length of time living in a place had a definite bearing on this, as did the 

accumulation of anchors; people or places that felt familiar. These anchors appeared 
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to be a stronger indication of a sense of belonging than the existence of a Home 

country, which was often a place that was not familiar, and accommodated extended 

family members who were not necessarily well known by the children. Also, ‘(a) 

common consensus amongst the children in the Botswana study was that living 

somewhere without friends would be difficult’ (p.441). For many children this is the 

scenario that a Home country presents.  

 

In a conclusion similar to Nette and Hayden, Fail et al. (2004) determined that TCKs 

were more likely to feel a sense of belonging to people, than to a place. In their 

research, eleven former TCKs aged 45 - 65 years were interviewed to explore links 

between their life experiences and common themes in the TCK literature. One 

experience that appeared to be widespread was a sense of marginality; not being 

totally a part of any of the communities in which they might belong. This marginality 

was experienced as both a negative and a positive experience in the Fail et al. study. 

The perception of not quite belonging was viewed by some interviewees as a 

somewhat useful sense of being a little different, an observer of society rather than 

blindly immersed in it. A counter to this may be seen in Greenholz and Kim’s (2009) 

suggestion that TCKs’ ‘understanding of the complexity of the human condition’ 

(p.393) may not necessarily be valued in their Home culture, where it is seen more as 

a lack of committing to the conventions of the community.  

 

Problems encountered when TCKs return to their passport country after a period 

abroad are frequently mentioned in TCK literature. In the USA, McCaig sought to 

address this issue with a programme of university clubs. The difficulty of returning to 

a culture that has been considered Home, but in reality hasn’t been the place of 
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residence and thus experience for a number of years, can be quite marked, even when 

language barriers do not exist, and especially when unprepared for. The label ‘hidden 

migrant’ is apt in these circumstances (Pollock & van Reken, p.55). Different 

responses to returning experiences vary according to the different mores of the 

culture, for example, whether a society values conformist behaviour, or individualist 

agency (Fail et al., 2004; Pollock & van Reken, 2009; White, 2013). Third Culture 

Kids are intriguing as a collection of individuals, but also as a group whose 

experiences and challenges may be indicative of aspects of contemporary life. The 

lives these children lead might be considered as a small-scale snapshot of the 

complexity of the increasingly globalizing world, and the escalating human need for 

skills of adaptability in the face of such changes (Bauman 2000, 2009; Grimshaw and 

Sears 2008).  

  

2.2 GLOBALIZATION & CULTURAL DIFFERENCE 

The second section of this chapter builds a more expansive picture of the outer worlds 

that shape the lives of these children. It outlines the ways in which globalization and 

culture have been thought about, and explores how these wide-reaching concepts 

might be realised in the children’s day-to-day lives.  

 

2.2.1 Globalization as a Concept  

Globalization is a process involving people, which links together geographies, 

cultural difference and ideologies, with circuits, circulation and capital. It has been 

shaping and changing the world for centuries. Although not a recent phenomenon, the 

progress of globalization is increasingly swift due to the expansion of digital 

technologies and the ‘simultaneous comparative growth in travel, cross-cultural 
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media, and global advertisement’ (Appadurai, 2013 p.61). The accelerating rate of 

globalization has created the illusion of a world which has become smaller and faster 

(Hall, 1992; Harvey, 1989). As a result, and relevant to the globally mobile children 

who are the subject of this study, contemporary experiences of globalization have 

‘redrawn the relationships between “being away” and “being here”; and new localities 

are forming, both in geographical spaces and in the space of the imagination’ (de 

Block & Buckingham, 2007 p.7). In this way globalization can be thought of as nodal, 

‘with different places being centres of different types of “globalities”’ (de Block & 

Buckingham, 2007 p.7). Importantly though, globalization is a social process, 

concerning people and movement. 

 

Globalization does not necessarily refer to the process of cultural homogenization, 

although this is a pervasive discourse (Appadurai, 1996; Robertson, 1995). 

Conversations about ‘culture’ and ‘difference’ are frequently embedded within 

conversations about globalization. For Appadurai, ‘culture’ is linguistically 

problematic when used as a noun, as it implies physical or metaphysical substance, 

particularly of the kind that is often associated with privilege. He argues instead for 

the use of the adjective cultural: 

If culture as a noun seems to carry associations with some sort of substance in ways 

that appear to conceal more than they reveal, cultural the adjective moves into a realm 

of differences, contrasts, and comparisons that is more helpful. (p.12) 

Further to this, Appadurai suggests that the adjective cultural might be viewed as a 

conceptual idiom: 

Culture is not usefully regarded as a substance but is better regarded as a dimension of 

phenomena, a dimension that attends to situated and embodied difference. Stressing the 

dimensionality of culture rather than its substantiality permits our thinking of culture 
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less as a property of individuals and groups, and more as a heuristic device that we can 

use to talk about difference. (p.13).  

This expansive way of thinking about cultural difference is almost diametrically 

placed from a view of culture as united and fixed, and is therefore more in keeping 

with the ways in which cultural belonging is discussed in Chapter 7, Home, and 

elsewhere in this dissertation.  

 

2.2.2 Globalization, for Third Culture Kids  

de Block and Buckingham (2007) identify that there is little evidence of how children 

are experiencing the effects of globalization and global mobility. In an influential 

study that gives voice to important narratives about the welfare of child migrants, 

these researchers sought to investigate ‘the complex and multi-faceted relationships 

between childhood, media, migration and globalization’ (p. viii). de Block and 

Buckingham (2007) do not draw on the Third Culture Kids literature because they 

consider this group ‘by no means (…) disadvantaged or socially excluded’ (p.40). 

However, the children who are the subject of my research, while differently 

positioned, are nonetheless subjected to the consequences of increasing globalization.  

 

Looking at global mobility from the perspective of the middle classes differently 

illuminates ‘what persisting limitations there might still be to a completely unfettered 

global economy of mobility’ (Favell, Feldbaum & Smith, 2006 p.4). Despite the 

advantages of their education, political governance still places significant constraints 

on movement, and on employment markets internationally as these young people 

move out into the world at large. Favell et al. (2006) call for ‘more micro-level, 

phenomenological studies of the everyday reality of “global mobility,” despite the 
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avalanche of writings on globalization in all its forms’ (p.3) (also see Yeoh, Huang, & 

Lam, 2005). They note that existing empirical research exploring global mobility 

typically looks into the lives of ‘lower-end labour and asylum-seeking migrants’ (p.4) 

and call for these studies to be supplemented by research documenting other kinds of 

globally mobile communities. Favell et al. (2006) argue that adopting an essentialist 

poor/elite dichotomy ignores ‘key populations: particularly international students 

who, perhaps more than nearly all other groups, are the quintessential avatars of 

globalization’ (p.7). Favell et al. (2006) may be principally referring to tertiary level 

students, but school age children also have a place in the call for ‘studies of the 

everyday reality of global mobility’ (p.3).  

 

As individuals, the young people in this research are restricted by the desirability, or 

undesirability, of the passport they hold. For middle class global nomads, ‘(i)t is not a 

frictionless mobility but rather a differently tracked mobility with its own costs and 

constraints’ (Favell et al. 2006, p.15). Returning to a consideration of these children’s 

futures, Resnik (2008) considers that, ‘(t)he pillars of the new capitalism – flexibility, 

innovation, problem-solving and networking – request new types of skills from 

workers’ (p.162), and that these correlate with the skills and attitudes fostered by the 

IB. Being educated in International School environments, Resnik suggests, 

particularly endows students with an advantage in the skills of networking; ‘the new 

logic dominant in the new economy’ (p.151). She proposes that ‘(t)he knowledge of 

language and cultures is not valued as an academic skill but as a social skill’ (p.151) 

which is apt. However, Resnik expands on this by suggesting that, ‘(i)nternational 

culture is about learning a lifestyle’ (p.151). This condenses a number of complex 

issues into a somewhat dismissive statement, reinforced by the comments, ‘they learn 
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how to master interactions with foreigners’ (p.151) and ‘become familiar with 

international social norms’ (p.151). The melding of multitudes of linguistic and 

cultural differences into one labelled ‘international’, culture designated as a ‘thing’, 

and the potentially hegemonic overtones of the word ‘master’ in the clarifications, all 

invite resistance.  

 

2.2.3 Nationalism 

Discussions of globalization in some parts of the Western media often maintain a 

theme of difference as a dangerous unknown. These conversations are principally 

centred on national heritage or religious affiliation (sometimes intertwined) as key 

cultural differences. Both are social groupings, classified according to fixed 

perceptions and interpretations of what it means to be, for example, American or 

Chinese, Hindu or Muslim. Images, traditions and ideology trigger these perceptions 

and interpretations. Signifiers of national communities and other similar groupings 

exist in an individual’s imagination; they are imagined communities, as Anderson 

(1983) has identified, yet ‘always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship’ (p.7). 

An individual may suffer a sense of shame when others within their national 

community act in ways that are not perceived to be in keeping with the collective 

moralities (Anderson, 1983; Khazaleh, 2005). So, a perception of unity lies within 

these groups, while outside of their boundaries the emphasis is on difference, or the 

other. Hall (1992) argues that national communities are fabricated in five ways:  

1. Within narratives which represent shared national experiences, and are reinforced 

through rituals, symbols and images, and storied expressions; 

2. By an emphasis on historical continuity within such narratives; 
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3. Via repetitive traditions that appear to have long historic precedents, although they 

may be quite recent inventions;  

4. By the construction of a foundational story that mythologizes how the nation 

began; 

5. Possibly also by promoting the idea of one original people, an imagined unity that 

can lead to extremist, discriminatory views. 

A question relevant to this study’s focus on children from a range of different national 

groups is the effect on young people of the ‘tension between cooperation and conflict’ 

between different national groups, as portrayed in the media (de Block & 

Buckingham, 2007 p.4). One of the challenges that the globally mobile children in 

this study face is negotiating the complex offerings they may encounter when forging 

a national identity.  

 

2.2.4 Race, Power, and Theories of Difference and Unity  

In this dissertation cultural differences are exemplified within the categories of 

national and religious affiliations. Racial differences are also considered here as 

discursive, socially constructed categories, rather than the concrete, ‘scientific’, 

genetic differences proposed in imperialist times (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2006; 

Hall, 1992). The relatively new global discourses that emerged in the early twentieth 

century with the development of the United Nations organisations, began to introduce 

social change, resulting in discrimination due to racial (and increasingly other) 

differences, being placed into the political arena and linking ‘cultural diversity to the 

most essential and universal human rights’ (Appadurai, 2013 p.65). Nonetheless, in 

the twenty-first century, perceived racial differences still impact immensely on issues 
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of status and power across the world (Gilroy, 2000; Hall, 2000; Parker & Roberts, 

2005). 

 

Postcolonial theory, which also emerged in the twentieth century, views society from 

the perspective of the colonised individual (Ashcroft et al. 2002; 2006). The 

postcolonial subject, the hegemonic dominance of Western nations and their ideology 

over (supposedly) subaltern societal members, remains relevant in current times. de 

Block and Buckingham (2007) discuss the BBC World Service as an example of a 

hegemonic cultural vehicle, in this case designed to disseminate British values 

internationally. Mainstream popular culture emanating from the United States of 

America has also been considered a powerful and hegemonic cultural force. While 

power inequities between different nations, religions and races are concerns of global 

relevance, power also manifests in the small and local, for example within the 

workings of many classrooms (Comber, 2001; Essed & Goldberg, 2000; Gee, 2000; 

hooks, 2010; Luke & Freebody, 1999; Serafini, 2003). However, there are strong 

arguments that hegemonic power dynamics are being increasingly challenged as new 

technologies afford global audiences the ability to subvert, resist and glocalize 

cultural artefacts (Appadurai, 1996; de Block & Buckingham, 2007; Fink, 2012; 

Jenkins, 2006).  

 

Bhabha (1994) suggests that there is an immaterial hybrid space, within which 

oppositions are iterated without attempting to transcend them, between different, 

supposedly opposing discourses such as black/white and coloniser/colonised. These 

in-between spaces permit the time and space for connections between supposedly 

oppositional discourses to be explored. This allows the complexity and multilayered 
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nature of the antagonism created within the discourses to be revealed. Bhabha (1994) 

suggests that such in-between spaces become the location where new kinds of cultural 

identities are formed, as hybrid forms of opposing discourses:  

It is in that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the 

discursive conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of 

culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, 

translated, rehistoricized, and read anew (p.55). 

This Third Space neither eliminates the opposing discourses, nor necessarily the 

tension between them, but simply creates alternatives. International School 

playgrounds in some ways can be thought of as material spaces in which this 

immaterial concept is being actively realised.      

 

Globalization doesn’t override the significance of locality (Robertson, 1995). In 

business, the term Glocalization was conceived to describe the ways in which global 

products are adapted for the local market, and vice versa, resulting in local and global 

spaces which appear to ‘converge and complement one another’ (de Block & 

Buckingham, 2007 p.7, also Robertson 1995). This process has a long history and is 

not specific to the modern era. But notably, there are increasing numbers of cultural 

products that are recognised and adopted internationally. Instead of perceiving this as 

a move towards cultural homogenisation, or an international culture, these products 

could be considered as ‘global identifications’.  

Cultural flows and global consumerism between nations create the possibilities of 

shared identities – as customers for the same goods, clients for the same services, 

audiences for the same messages and images – between people who are far removed 

from one another in time and space (Hall, 1992 p.302)    
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This is another way in which material things become the ‘stuff’ of in-between spaces, 

within their own manifestations. This is of particular relevance in this study in the 

children’s take-up of popular media products and games.  

 

Another perspective is to regard the local as an aspect of, rather than oppositional to, 

the global (Robertson, 1995). Different communities rarely take up globally 

recognised goods, services, or images in identical ways (Appadurai, 1996). Take-up 

processes can strengthen local identifications illustrating that ‘the local (is) not just an 

inverted canvas on which the global was written, but that the local itself (is) a product 

of incessant effort’ (Appadurai, 2013 p.68). The global is ‘not merely the accidental 

site of the fusion or confusion of circulating global elements’ but is ‘the site of the 

mutual transformation of circulating forms’ (p.67), including those initially uniquely 

belonging to a particular locale. There are increasing examples of the global spread of 

products that emanate from all corners of the world, such as Indian films, Japanese 

animation and Latin American music (de Block & Buckingham, 2007; De La Ville & 

Durup, 2009). These three particular forms can be seen increasingly in localised 

forms.  

 

However, issues of power and equity cannot be ignored here. Massey (1991), for 

example, asks who has ownership in the meeting of local and global interactions. 

Moreover, de Block and Buckingham suggest that ‘(w)here the local does not have 

any power or influence, or is too different, it becomes invisible and ignored’ (2007 

p.8). More optimistically glocalization might be viewed as an uneven development, in 

which there always exists the potential for less dominant voices to eventually be heard 
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(Hall, 1992). Hall (1992) proposes that ‘globalisation may turn out to be part of that 

slow and uneven but continuing story of the de-centering of the West’ (p.314). 

 

2.2.5 Globalization in this Research  

The complexity of the outer worlds that the children in this research project encounter 

requires expansive ways of thinking about their experiences. The idea of a fixed 

cultural identity anchored to nationality, place of living, or employment, has little 

relevance to their lives. Bauman (2000) suggests conceptualising current times as a 

shift from the period of ‘solid’ modernity to a new ‘liquid’ modernity, in which there 

is an increasing human need for skills of adaptability. The experiences of 

internationally moving children such as those in this study are a prime example of a 

kind of life, ‘shaped and reshaped by its twists and turns’ (Bauman, 2000 p.7). Also 

relevant in thinking about the lives of these children is Appadurai’s (1996) stress on 

the importance of the individual’s imagination during the processes of dislocation and 

relocation, both as backwards glances of memory but also as forward glances of 

desire. 

 

Yeoh et al. (2005) highlight the importance of imaginative work in the process of 

managing global mobility in transnational families. Transnational families are those in 

which one or more members of the family remain in the Home country while other(s) 

move to pursue employment or education. Many globally mobile children live as parts 

of transnational families for long periods, or, with even more complexity, the families 

live in ‘foreign’ placements, the duty station, while the worker embarks on frequent 

and extended work assignments in third countries, often deemed unsuitable for family 

placements. While the Internet has changed and improved the ways in which such 

lifestyles can be maintained, it does not replace the need for physical co-presence 
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(Baldassar 2007). However, Yeoh et al. (2005) suggest that transnational families 

have a ‘shared imaginary of “belonging” which transcends particular periods and 

places to encompass past trajectories and future continuities’ (p.308). In this way the 

imagination helps to create ‘a space of contestation in which individuals and groups 

seek to annex the global into their own practices of the modern’ (Appadurai, 1996 

p.4).  

 

In Appadurai’s mapping of global fluidity, which has been useful in contextualising 

this research, the contemporary world is plotted within a set of five different 

categories of flow: technoscape, financescape, ethnoscape, ideoscape and mediascape. 

The first three of these -scapes are strongly interlinked and rooted in the market forces 

of contemporary capitalism. The technoscape involves both the increasing 

technologies of production, and, the increased capabilities of information 

technologies. This research seeks to explore the implications of these changes for the 

lives of these children, as positioned against earlier research into TCKs. The 

financescape is the terrain of currency markets, stock exchanges and commodity 

speculations, a reminder that these children’s lifestyles are supported by a well-

functioning global economy, regardless of whether the families come from business, 

or diplomacy and support organisations. Thirdly, the ethnoscape allows a space to 

consider the mass of increasingly mobile peoples following work (and/or better lives), 

and as such is a category in which this research finds itself well placed.  

 

The other two more textual -scapes are described as ‘landscapes of images’ 

(Appadurai, 1996 p.35). Ideoscapes allows a space for a Foucauldian view of the 

discourses and practices shaping, co-constructing, and emanating from political 
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doctrines; perhaps an interesting perspective for a sample of families mostly 

connected to either diplomatic missions or intergovernmental organisations. Finally, 

the mediascape considers both the ways in which information is disseminated, and 

‘the images of the world created by this media’ (p.35). Although Appadurai’s initial 

vision of this mediascape predates the Internet, it has become increasingly relevant 

and arguably even more central to globalization in the intervening decades. More 

recent research developing from and drawing on the spirit of these –scapes has also 

been considered. Mallan, Ashford and Singh (2010) rearticulate Appadurai’s -scapes 

to meet the more recent challenge of mapping the flows between online and offline 

worlds. Differently conceived from Appadurai’s view of -scapes as building blocks of 

the contemporary world, Mallan et al.’s iScapes are conceptualised as interconnecting 

networks, allowing that ‘within and across these multiple and simultaneous space-

time contexts (young people) demonstrate and build identities and social competency’ 

(p.277).  

 

While Fog Olwig (2000) sees Appadurai’s refiguring of ethnographical work as 

timely and necessary, she suggests that there is an unrealistic, academic vision 

bestowed upon the realities of everyday life within his writing. As an example, she 

cites Appadurai’s suggestion that ‘others whose lot is harsh no longer see their lives 

as mere outcomes of the givenness of things, but often as the ironic compromise 

between what they could imagine and what social life will permit’ (Appadurai, 1996 

p.54). Adopting a feminist perspective, Fog Olwig (2000) argues that those who 

fought ‘a long and hard battle’ (p.178) to be allowed access to, and fair treatment 

within the labour market may not see it as ironic that ‘social life’ is still able to restrict 

their progress. In a similar vein, Kenway and Fahey (2011) propose the neologism, 

emoscape, as an additional imaginary -scape to Appadurai’s framework, in part 
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because they consider that Appadurai’s original work ignores the role of emotions in 

its consideration of human mobility. Globalization impacts on human society and 

therefore on human emotions (Svašek & Skrbiš, 2007). As individuals move through 

time and space, experiences with past, present and imagined futures often result in 

deeply felt connections and disconnections to self and others. The next chapter takes 

up this conversation about the inner worlds of this group of children.  
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CHAPTER 3 INNER WORLDS 

Bauman’s liquid modernity metaphor (2000), which suggests the need in current 

times for an identity that is fluid and adaptable, seems an appropriate trope to 

commence a discussion of the inner worlds of globally mobile children who must 

continually adjust to repeatedly changing living environments (Grimshaw & Sears, 

2008; Sears, 2011). Whilst the previous chapter looked at the ways in which 

changes in political, economic and societal worlds may have implications for the 

lives of these children, this chapter discusses more intimate ways children 

experience the world.  

 

The chapter is divided into three sections. In the first, contemporary understandings 

about childhood are discussed. This is underpinned by the idea that ‘children are not 

contained by any one ‘childhood’ and live in complex, multifaceted social ‘worlds’’ 

(Marsh & Richards, 2013 p.7). Worlds that are of particular interest are the worlds of 

family, and the worlds of play. In keeping with the research’s focus on technologies 

and digital literacies, the discussion of play is separated into two parts, a general 

discussion, and a discussion specific to digital play. The second section of the chapter 

looks to fundamental dimensions of children’s lives, exploring universal, and yet 

personal, questions of the shaping of individual selves. Exploring these questions 

makes visible key theoretical constructs underpinning this research, including 

positions related to notions of identity and subjectivity, and the ways in which 

discourses shape selves. The final section of the chapter looks to how these constructs 

of identity, subjectivities and discourse relate to literacies and learning.   
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3.1 CHILDHOODS, FAMILY AND PLAY  

Investigating children’s everyday worlds provides a base-point for understanding both 

the continuities and the changes encountered in the process of being a globally mobile 

child. Therefore, this section centres on research literatures that have developed 

around these domains. It firstly discusses theories of childhood and of family. The 

second subsection discusses play. The final subsection takes digital play as a 

particular focus, as this kind of play is increasingly prevalent, yet the ways in which it 

features in the lives of Third Culture Kids remains under researched.  

 

3.1.1 Childhood and Family Life  

The category children and the construction childhood do not refer to a rigidly 

demarcated social group, in the understandings backgrounding this research. Instead, 

as with most classifications of social difference discussed, these categories signal 

theoretical concepts about ways of being. Prout and James (1997, also Prout, 2008) 

have proposed a series of theoretical positions that help to frame an understanding of 

childhood as multiple and fluid. These include:   

1. Childhood is a culturally constructed social classification with defining features. 

Ergo, childhood is not simply interpreted as a state of biological immaturity. (The 

societal structuring of childhood occurs in many, but not necessarily all, 

communities.)  

2. Childhood is a classification that needs to be considered concurrently with other 

social variables like class, gender and ethnicity.   

3. Children are agential and influential and part of societies’ life and progress.  

4. The study of childhood contributes to the construction of childhood. 
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These four positions form part of the ‘New Sociology of Childhood’, an academic 

field that has grown out of explorations into the construction of childhood(s) as a 

social category (Aries, 1962; James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998; Prout, 2008). One of the 

characteristics of this field of study is that children are positioned as ‘beings’ not 

‘becomings’ (Prout, 2008).  

 

Rather than being framed through an immaturity/maturity binary, the process of 

change that (young) ‘beings’ progress through can be considered as part of a 

developmental process that continues across the whole of a lifespan (Prout, 2008). In 

this paradigm, development is viewed as agential, co-constructed by environmental 

contexts, and occurring across biological, psychological, and cultural domains. This 

results in the understanding of each and any person ‘as someone who is experiencing 

a range of changes and transitions at any one time’ (Coleman, 2008 p.12), not 

specifically linked to youthfulness. However, it is important that these changes and 

transitions are thought about within the complex and murky binaries of children’s 

agency and the social structures that are in place to determine what they do or don’t 

do (Marsh & Richards, 2013). 

 

Another way of dismantling a view of childhood as a series of definitive stages is via 

the notion, ‘there are no such things as teenagers, only ways of thinking about people 

as teenagers’ (Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 2005 p.391). The label ‘teenagers’, and, more 

relevant to the 8-13 age group investigated, the marketing category ‘tweens’, are 

examples of the kinds of ideologically-laden categorisations that occur within 

traditional perceptions of children and childhood, and which masquerade as biological 

developmental stages. Ironically, developmental processes may themselves be 
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partially instigated due to knowledges of these kind of socially constructed 

classifications (Coleman, 2012; Prout, 2008). For example, part of the process of 

change and development for an 8-12 year old may come about through the child’s 

knowledge of discourses such as (how to be a) ‘teenager’.  

 

Numerous discourses are entwined into perceptions of childhood in contemporary 

society. For example, crisis debates about children and childhood being ‘at risk’, and, 

of children getting older younger, have been extensively documented and analysed 

(Buckingham, 2000, 2011; Buckingham & Tingstad, 2010; also Coleman, 2008). An 

example of these crisis debates, which often focus on digital technologies, is the 

‘toxic childhood’ discourse promoted by the UK newspaper, The Daily Mail, in 

association with the writings of Sue Palmer (2006, n.d.; also Macrae, 2013 and 

elsewhere). Palmer’s Toxic Childhood book was circulated around a group of teachers 

at the research site. When these kind of discourses become reinforced through 

authoritative communities such as schools, they are attributed an institutional weight, 

often resulting in effects on the way children live their lives. 

 

Crisis discourses about childhood often work in combination with narratives of 

‘nostalgia for an imagined ‘Golden Age’ of family harmony and togetherness’ 

(Buckingham, 2011 p.145). Such discourses incorporate an ‘underlying religious 

dimension (…) which is implicitly signalled by the use of terms like values’ 

(Buckingham, 2011 p.15). Strengthening this is the role that emotions play in family 

life. One of the ways emotions are manifested is via heightened issues of self-esteem 

incurred by an involved adult’s perception of himself or herself as a successful parent, 
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a process that may involve crosscurrents of societal monitoring (Blackford, 2004; 

Neary, 2013; Nichols, Nixon, & Rowsell, 2009; Prout, 2008). 

 

In this dissertation the notion of what (good) parenting entails is understood as 

socially constructed and culturally determined. Discourses of childhood and 

discourses of the good parent are tightly intertwined. Part of this intricacy comes 

about because of the duality of roles concerned parents play; as ‘custodians of the best 

interests of children’ (Cherry, 2010 p.553) parents are situated as both controllers of 

the ways in which childhoods are experienced, and as co-actors within them. Adding 

to this complexity is the bi-directionality of ongoing developmental processes, for 

example, the changing child in turn changes those whom they interact with, notably, 

their changing parents, and their changing siblings (Coleman, 2008; 2012).  

 

Families play an important role in children’s lives in a number of practical, 

materialised ways, as well as through more immaterial roles such as ethical guidance. 

For example, Pilcher (2010) has explored the negotiation within families about what 

clothes were deemed suitable for girls to wear, with more revealing clothing being 

restricted to wearing at home, or other places designated as ‘safe’, such as school. 

This position may indicate a practical fear for children’s safety in public spaces, 

(linking with discourses of children being ‘at risk’) as well as an awareness of societal 

views of propriety in public spaces. Whilst choices of this kind restrict children’s 

agency, children themselves may view this kind of family work as necessary 

(Buckingham, 2011). In issues of ‘social morality’, Buckingham (2011) observed that 

children ‘condemned parents of other children and teenagers who were acting 

irresponsibly by failing to regulate their children’s choices’ (p.141).  
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In Pilcher’s (2010) research, one mother spoke of the importance for her daughter of 

‘securing acceptance and a sense of belonging from wearing the right clothes’ (p.465; 

also Pugh, 2009). One of the ways the children were observed to achieve this social 

acceptance was by wearing clothes that made them look mature. High heels were a 

common item of clothing selected by the girls to visually imply a greater maturity. 

High heels are favoured because they are an artefact for ageing up that sidestep the 

more complex issues raised by wearing revealing clothing. In this example, children 

are seen to take on agential roles, utilising clothes as material props to communicate 

aspects of their identity, but perhaps incorporating other more immaterial signals 

developed within their families. In this way, ‘(c)onsumption is never merely 

instrumental: it is also always expressive’ (Buckingham, 2011 p.37).  

 

In many families, economic activity is an area that requires negotiation between 

parents and children. Mitchell & Reid-Walsh (2005) and Willet (2005) have 

researched texts and artefacts covertly and overtly marketed toward the constructed 

marketing category labelled as ‘tweens’. In Willett’s research (2005) the responses of 

a group of girls to the term ‘tween’, and the websites promoted under this niche 

marketing category were explored, drawing the conclusion that, while some of the 

websites perhaps offered persuasive representations for some girls, a high incidence 

of agency was displayed in resisting this media-manufactured subjectivity by the 

intended audience. The tween market demographic also targets boys, focusing on a 

particular range of goods including grooming products and computer games 

(Hoffman, 2010). Children’s relationship with consumption is sometimes presented 

from the view of children as powerful and agential; young people in charge of what 

they want, who cannot be manipulated. Countering this is the view that this kind of 
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agency has in essence been constructed by marketers establishing an ‘anti-adult’ 

marketing space (for discussion see, Buckingham, 2011; Buckingham & Tingstad, 

2010; Cook, 2008). Buckingham (2011) opens up further questions about children’s 

economic agency by asking, ‘(a)s a social group, children may in general have 

become more powerful – but what are the consequences if that growing power is 

ultimately just the power to consume?’ (p.82).  

 

To keep with the ‘international context’ of this research, the discussions on family life 

already presented need to be considered through a cultural lens. In some Westernised 

cultures, ‘a growing emphasis on the need for negotiation, openness and dialogue 

between parents and children’, has been observed (Buckingham, 2011; p.151). Yet 

this version of negotiated parenting may not be so prominent amongst other cultural 

groupings. And, in any event, in many middle class Western societies, this more open 

parenting style is partnered by increased forms of child ‘protection’, such as 

increasing restrictions of temporal and spatial freedoms (Brule, 2013; Buckingham, 

2000).  

 

Consistent with the roles that parents adopt, siblings regulating each other’s 

behaviours, particularly elder siblings taking responsibility for the care of their 

younger brothers and sisters, is a common pattern (Gillies & Lucey, 2006). Although, 

this does not happen without resistance:  

For younger siblings, (…) the injustice of being ‘bossed around’ by a brother or 

sister was hotly felt and strongly resisted. Despite appreciating the extra leeway 

gained in the absence of parents, many resent(ed) the power that older siblings 

sought to award themselves in such circumstances. For most, suffering this 
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perceived abuse of power was the worst thing about being a younger sibling. 

(Gillies & Lucey, 2006 p.486) 

While the older children in Gillies and Lucey’s study sometimes expressed a desire 

for an even older sibling to give them guidance, none of the older children wished to 

change places with the youngest sibling. Yet, Gillies and Lucey argue that in 

comparing the resilience between friendships and sibling relationships, ‘most sibling 

relationships were distinguished by their resilience and ability to withstand conflict’ 

(p.484). In addition to other useful bonds:  

(H)aving a sibling can ensure access to information not easily obtained elsewhere. 

From a Bourdieu perspective this kind of situated knowledge is derived from social 

capital, enabling the transfer of cultural capital between siblings (p.490). 

Notwithstanding the range of cultural backgrounds they may encompass, McCaig 

(1994) suggests that Third Culture Kid’s family units may be a more closely tied and 

self-reliant group than families with locational stability. However, childhood is a 

complexly constructed phenomenon and children’s lives are fashioned by more than 

family. For example, the environment(s) in which children’s lives are played out, and 

the artefacts that are introduced in those environments, are also a shaping influence in 

childhood (Prout, 2008). 

 

3.1.2 Childhood and Play  

Artefacts other than clothes can work to support children in their social environments. 

Toys and other play artefacts are, ‘not merely props for social interaction: rather they 

are embedded in and are part of social processes as much as the human actors are’ 

(Prout, 2008, p.33). When children argue for new things both discursive practices and 

relationships with material objects combine to create agency and enable them to 

acquire status in their lives. However, the degree of children’s ownership of stuff 
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needs to be qualified. Parents are also complicit in children’s consumption to varying 

degrees, sometimes utilising their children ‘to realize their own unfulfilled 

aspirations’ (Buckingham 2011 p.158). Children’s consumption can be a way that not 

only the children but also their parents boost their cultural and social capital, or 

display their lack of it (Buckingham, 2011; Cook, 2008; Pugh, 2009). In 

contemporary capitalist environments marketing lures are often modified rapidly. 

Such modes of marketing and consumerism play a distinct role in social inequality 

(Bauman, 2007, 2011; Ziabari, 2013). This inequality can be seen within broad global 

inequalities, but also within small local groupings when children play with other 

children. 

 

Yet, play itself is a dynamic activity that may or may not need props or material 

artefacts to support its occurrence. Sometimes play is found in the sheer pleasure of 

stretching and reiterating narratives to create a big world of rich immersive play 

(Mackey, 2009). One way that the self is momentarily transcended is when an 

individual is deeply involved in developing an imaginative narrative or some other 

creative activity, or immersed in a skilled pursuit like running, playing a musical 

instrument or game play. While deeply engrossed in such doings, the passages into 

rational awareness become rarer, a state that Csikszentmihalyi (2002) has labelled 

‘flow’. Games often contain the components that make this flow state more readily 

available. This includes the manageable learning of skills and the setting up of goals 

to improve these skills, and the affordances of games to provide feedback during this 

skill-learning process. These experiences allow a sense of control to the player in the 

game space. The boundaries of game spaces, as of play itself, are both spatial and 

temporal.  
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 ‘(A)lmost anything can allow play to occur within its boundaries’ (Sutton-Smith, 

1997 p.3), and the children in this research find space and opportunity for playful 

encounters in the airports, temporary homes, and other spaces they encounter, and of 

course within their school playground, with or without material props. In 1938, 

Huizinga labelled the time and space in which a game occurs as a magic circle 

(Huizinga, 1949 Eng. lang. version), a concept later applied to digital games by Salen 

& Zimmerman (2004). While this term has limitations, for example, to some degree it 

over-emphasises distinctions between in-play worlds and outer worlds (Consalvo, 

2009; Jayemanne, 2010), it has nonetheless been a useful notion for considering some 

instances within these children’s episodes of play. 

 

Play is an elusive term due to the diversity of its forms, and is difficult to precisely 

define. Sutton-Smith (1997) identifies seven rhetorics that contextualise play within 

broader societal value systems. These rhetorics can be applied to both on- and off-line 

play (Burn, 2013), and were useful in thinking about the play experiences recorded in 

the dataset, yet many of these views are discordant with other contemporary outlooks. 

The seven rhetorics include:  

• Play as progress. This rhetoric, which suggests that play is ‘primarily about 

development rather than enjoyment’ (Sutton-Smith, 1997 p.10), is at odds with 

alternative and compelling views of childhood, such as childhood as a state of 

being, (rather than becoming), and perhaps overstates the kind of playful 

enjoyment a child might receive from wearing high heels or in the process of 

developing their painting skills. 
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• Play as power. This view sees play as ‘the representation of conflict and as a way 

to fortify the status of those who control the play or are its heroes’ (p.10). This 

rhetoric, which draws from ‘ancient’ Western values, fits with views of play’s role 

in mediating and civilising social conflict, for example, through sporting prowess 

and achievement. The unequal internationalisation of events like the Olympic 

Games unsettles this view, and connects it with conversations around 

globalization and equity.  

• Play as identity. This rhetoric of play is particularly relevant to questions 

exploring the existence of and manifestation of ‘cultural difference’. In this view 

play is used as a means of identification within a community. Participation with 

traditional games and cultural celebrations is seen as ‘a means of confirming, 

maintaining, or advancing the power and identity of the community of players’ 

(p.10).  

• Play as the imaginary. This rhetoric draws on notions of creativity, imagination 

and the fanciful. Within this rhetoric is the belief of transformation as ‘the most 

fundamental characteristic of play’ (p.127). Within this rhetoric, art and play are 

fused, and within it any form of play can be seen as ‘texts to be interpreted’.  

• Rhetorics of self. This rhetoric sees an individual’s enjoyment and fulfilment as 

highly desirable. This idea draws from Western post-Enlightenment theorising of 

the individual, and, at a later point, psychological understandings surrounding 

play commencing in the early twentieth century.  

Two rhetorics, fate and frivolity, are excluded from this list because they do not so 

clearly fit with the research. However, as Sutton Smith proposes, because of the 

imprecise and shifting nature of play, multiple rhetorics might be found in any 

episode of play.  
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3.1.3 Digital Play 

Digital technologies have a strong presence in the environments and the stuff of 

contemporary lives, especially in affluent communities. This presence is notable in 

the worlds of play, and an extensive body of research over the past twenty years 

shows the many ways in which play and technology overlap. In part this is because 

traditional play activities, such as imaginative play and ball games, do not stand as 

mutually exclusive activities from contemporary digital play practices, but 

intermingle in many ways. Examples of this are found in digital games which remodel 

traditional doll games and ball games etc, or by children bringing off-line games like 

Hide and Seek into virtual worlds, as Marsh (2010) has noted on the Disney site, Club 

Penguin (n.d.), or in accounts of imaginative play triggered by digital sources carried 

out in offline spaces, as reported by Burn (2013), Cross (2009), Hannaford (2012a, 

2012b), O’Mara & Laidlaw (2011) and others. Marsh (2010) notes that ‘play (is) a 

social practice that (is) constructed through interactions with others’ and that ‘this is 

the case both in the virtual world and the physical world’ (p.32). 

 

Extensive studies have been undertaken exploring virtual worlds for children (for 

example, Black, 2010; Kafai, Fields, & Cook, 2010; Kargin, 2013; Marsh, 2010, 

2011; Seiter, 2004; Wohlwend, VanderZanden, Husbye, & Kuby, 2011). Marsh 

(2010) suggests that ‘(p)lay in virtual worlds is not virtual play, a reproduction of 

playful behaviour in the “real” world; these activities are “real” to the users of virtual 

worlds’, and that children utilise ‘a range of complex play behaviours whilst using 

virtual worlds’ (p.35). Within the design of many virtual worlds, complex embedded 

structures make it difficult for children to detach from them (Marsh 2008, Seiter 

2004). These ‘hooks’ ensure the ongoing popularity of these virtual worlds, by adding 
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a kind of virtual ‘stickiness’ (Marsh, 2010), for example by manufacturing a sense of 

obligation amongst children to keep returning to a digital world to look after virtual 

pets.  

 

Internet worlds for children such as Club Penguin, offer a range of games and 

activities, but limited opportunities for children to produce content or to become 

involved in social interactions. However, the limited affordances for social 

communication these sites do allow could be viewed as apprenticeship spaces 

preceding full initiation into social networking worlds. Merchant (2012) suggests that 

there is ‘a fuzzy boundary’ (p.8) between specified social networking sites, and other 

sites that have some of the same affordances, but are not focused on social 

communication. There are also increasingly fuzzy boundaries between the spaces of 

social networking sites and offline social networks. Merchant asks, ‘(a)s the boundary 

between online and offline social networking becomes increasingly porous, we might 

as well ask where our friends are: in our friend list or in the ‘real’ world?’ (2012 

p.11). For globally mobile children, who may rely on forms of social networking to 

maintain old friendships and extended family connections, this kind of virtual/real 

tension is of particular consequence.  

 

Communication through technological mediums is becoming increasingly prevalent 

and with increasing affect upon individual selves. Some scholars forecast a somewhat 

extreme view of this. Vasudevan, DeJaynes, and Schmier (2010) propose that the 

ongoing growth of digital technologies means that verbal communication may cease to 

be the most common mode of literate practice. Hayles (1999) has even suggested that 

digital participation could grow to such an extent that differentiating between 
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ourselves and our digitally represented personas may be difficult. This transformation, 

the period of the ‘posthuman’, is a scenario in which technology is ‘so entwined with 

the production of identity that it can no longer meaningfully be separated from the 

human subject’ (p.xiii). Discussions of a potential blurring between real and virtual 

selves are not limited to social networking sites, or the well-researched area of avatar 

construction (for examples see Atkinson & Nixon, 2005; Kafai, Cook, et al., 2010; 

Kafai, Fields, et al., 2010). de Mul (2005) suggests that game narratives offer ‘modes 

of identification by the reflective application of the narrative configuration on the self’ 

(p.258). In this view games are not ‘just games’ – they imprint on our cognitive and 

subjective development.  

 

Discourses advocating for children’s digital play often focus on the usefulness of skill 

acquisition. There is evidence that children value acquiring skills with digital 

technology (Coleman, 2008; Hannaford, 2012a). Coleman (2008) suggests that 

striving for mastery and autonomy are driving forces for young people, and that 

developing expertise with new technologies allow for these needs to be satisfied, an 

idea that is consistent with the rhetoric of play as power. It appears that the use of 

digital technologies as tools for ‘educational’ play may be a less straightforward 

version of this ‘useful’ digital play. Mathletics, an internationally popular website of 

Australian origin that offers Maths quizzes and ‘tuition’ for children, has high parent 

appeal as ‘an educational tool rather than simply a technology for play or 

entertainment’ (Nansen, Chakraborty, Gibbs, Vetere, & MacDougall, 2012, p.1221). 

The site is endorsed by official institutional ratifications and hosts a parent centre that 

reports on a child’s progress. In online, real-time Mathletics competitions, children 

are rewarded with credits that can be spent on virtual goods to customise the players’ 
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online profile. One of the ways children have been observed to attain these desirable 

credits is by working within their skill and confidence level, rather than by 

challenging their learning as is intended (Nansen et al., 2012). Free credits can also be 

obtained with the use of ‘cheats’. This kind of counter-play to gain status is 

considered a common part of digital culture (Consalvo, 2007). Here it undermines 

parental and institutional stakes, while allowing a range of play experiences, both 

legitimate and alternative.  

 

Digital playtime that children and parents actively participate in together offers 

intrinsic advantages. One of the ways in which a family’s ‘community of memory’ 

(Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1986) is reinforced, is by children and 

their parents’ shared participation with popular culture media products, such as films 

and television programmes. Shared activities enhance family closeness, and can assist 

in children’s language development. Evidence points to the relationship between 

popular culture texts, play and children’s language (see Cross, 2009; Dyson, 1997, 

1999; Grugeon, 2004, 2005; Marsh & Richards, 2013). Increasingly shared 

participation with popular culture includes shared digital games (Marsh, 2010), from 

an ever-increasing pool of new games and technologies.  

 

Digital games and virtual worlds can be viewed as microhabitats within a greater 

media ecosystem. As each new technology is added to this ecosystem, it changes and 

progresses the whole digital environment rather than just builds onto it (Bogost, 

2011). Yet, by contrast, the content of games and virtual worlds often preserve 

outmoded views. Many games and virtual worlds offer children a small range of 

stereotyped representations of heteronormative masculinity and femininity (Black, 
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Korobkova, & Epler, 2014; Black, Tomlinson, Korobkova, & Ivy, 2013; Carrington, 

2003; Wohlwend, 2009). Therefore, within this ever-changing digital landscape, 

children are being exposed to limited discourses, not necessarily in keeping with 

progressive 21st century social positions. As Rowan, Knobel, Bigum, and Lankshear 

(2002) stress, ‘it might have been otherwise’ (p.129) 

 

3.2 IDENTITIES AND DISCOURSES 

Identity is a recurring theme in this research, and in conjunction with this, discourses, 

which are understood as contributing to the formation and shaping of identity and 

subjectivities. Contemporary understandings of identities and discourses have been 

investigated across multiple traditions of knowledge, and within each of these 

different knowledge traditions multiple strands of theory have developed. While these 

literatures may have points in common, they stand apart from each other by nuanced, 

but significant, degrees. Rather than attempt a detailed account of these complex 

fields, this section offers a short overview of the way these concepts are understood in 

this research. Three subsections are presented, identity and subjectivity, discourse, 

and gender.  

 

3.2.1 Identity and Subjectivity  

The word identity has a range of connotations that reference both similarity and 

difference (Buckingham, 2008). For example, identity is used to refer to what might 

set an individual apart from others, as a unique hybrid entity, such as being a student 

in an International School in Europe, who previously lived in Canada, loves 

basketball, and speaks three languages. Within this, ‘identity’ also references the 

connection of an individual with specific social groups, both broad, such as ‘students’, 
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and more refined as in ‘International School students’. Identifying processes operate 

in conjunction with a range of constantly shifting discourses that determine what it 

might mean to be, for example, a student. Identity may be assumed before there is a 

chance for an individual to establish it, especially as it relates to gender, or skin colour 

and facial features. But while identity involves ‘being recognised as a certain kind of 

person’ (Gee, 2000 p.99), it is not a unitary and stable occurrence but instead plural 

and temporary, endlessly ‘contingent, fragile and incomplete’, and ‘amenable to 

reconstitution’ (du Gay, Evans, & Redman, 2000 p.2). du Gay, Evans & Redman 

draw from a range of theorists when they summarise that:  

identities are constituted through the reiterative power of discourse to produce that 

which it also names and regulates; that identities are constituted in and through 

‘difference’ and that, as a result, they are inherently ‘dislocated’ (…); and that 

‘subjects’ are ‘interpellated’ by or ‘sutured’ to the subject positions made available 

(2000 p.2) 

Language and literacy practices are central to these identity processes.  

 

Identity is understood in this research alongside broader concepts of subjectivity. 

Weedon (2004) distinguishes between identity and subjectivity by describing identity 

as ‘a limited and temporary fixing for the individual of a particular mode of 

subjectivity as apparently what one is’ (p.19). Other theorists suggest subjectivity as a 

replacement term to the use of identity, suggesting that the latter refers to the 

historical notion of a fixed and unique essential self, whereas subjectivity theorises a 

linguistically-positioned, socially-shaped, shifting self (Lewis & Del Valle, 2009). 

Explorations of subjectivities highlight the discursive practices that have created 

subject positions (Hall, 1996). While there are agential possibilities in the take-up of 

subjectivities, Weedon (2004) notes that ‘(t)he speaker is never the author of the 
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language within which s/he takes up a position. Language pre-exists and produces 

subjectivity, identity and meaning’ (p.13).  

 

From within existing subject positions, it is possible for an individual to take up 

provisional subjectivities that temporarily cooperate with, resist, or modify discourses 

on offer. Taking up a subject position, either agentially or assumed, in some ways 

works through its ability to exclude others from that subjectivity. For example, 

imaginary boundaries mark out subject positions connected with gender, race and 

class. This can result in hierarchical ‘centre’ and ‘other’ subject positions, an idea that 

draws from postcolonial studies, which has theorised this notion of the subject and the 

other to illuminate discrimination, typically investigated from the perspective of the 

subaltern societal member, the colonised individual, and the hegemonic inevitability 

of powerful Western discourses. This standpoint has been contested for its tendency 

to deal in essentialisms, but even so, I find it useful for thinking about the 

vulnerability entailed in taking up subjectivities, as individuals can be included or 

excluded by other more powerful actors within social systems.  

 

3.2.2 Discourses  

Discourse is a contested term, subject to an array of differently nuanced definitions. 

Discourses are broadly understood in this dissertation as the ways in which language 

and other symbol systems work to create particular ways of speaking and particular 

ways of understanding experience; thereby contributing to the creation and 

substantiation of knowledges which typically become embedded as valid and logical 

givens within specific groups of people. As different societal groups are situated 

within and structured by these particular ways of speaking and knowing, an 
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exploration of discourses allows insights into the beliefs that might play a part in 

shaping an individual group member’s subjectivities (Weedon, 1997). Discourses are 

circulated and co-constructed within institutional bodies (such as a school), core and 

fringe social groups (such as a family, and a set of acquaintances) as well as media 

(such as an Internet world), amongst other possibilities. Dominant discourses, which 

represent particular interests of class, gender, and culture, work to maintain a status 

quo amongst particular groups of people, although a range of discourses may be 

negotiated within any particular literacy event. Being a girl, for example, can be 

understood through discourses circulating in the family, and/or the school, amongst a 

particular group of young people, or within specific sections of the media. A 

Foucauldian perspective on discourses calls attention to the idea that discourses work 

effectively as tools of power to organise human populations, although tempered with 

the acknowledgement ‘…not everything is bad but (…) everything is dangerous’ (in 

Rabinow, 1984 p.343).  

 

Discourses are culturally distinctive, and their validity may hold only within the 

society that created them, a notion with particular implications for research within 

the context of a community drawn from a wide range of national and cultural 

backgrounds. Further to this, the meaning of a discourse is not fixed even within an 

individual culture; ‘readings’ change according to the context in which the discourse 

is encountered and the positioning of those that ‘read’ it. Positions adopted by 

individuals within discourses are often disjointed and manifold, and discourses may 

be discretely, or overtly, appropriated or resisted.  
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Sited within sociocultural approaches to literacy and language practices, and often 

used in connection with digital literacies, (Beavis, 2014, Steinkuehler, 2006), Gee’s 

distinctive theorising on discourses has contributed to thinking about discourses in 

this research. In his writings about identity, Gee (1990) uses capitalisation to 

distinguish between the uses of the word ‘discourse’ to mean a topic of discussion, 

and ‘Discourse’, a socially-formed grouping embedded with cultural practices. Gee 

theorises that we all have experience of a unique primary Discourse, our formative 

social communication learning from our parents, which may be shaped by cultural 

influences such as national heritage or religious affiliation. In addition to this, each 

individual negotiates a comprehensive range of secondary Discourses, which can be 

understood as the necessary ways of communicating differently in different situations, 

such as within various affinity groups in school communities or digital environments. 

Discourses classify our ‘way(s) of being together in the world’ (Lankshear, 1997 

p.xv).  

 

3.2.3 Doing Gender 

Gender discourses are of particular interest in this research. This is grounded in the 

understanding that gendered subjectivities are discursively formed, not constructed 

biologically (Butler, 1990, 1993). Gender is understood in this research as a complex, 

embodied, socially shaped set of practices, operating from the moment of birth (Judith  

Butler, 1990, 1993; de Beauvoir, 1957).  

“It’s a girl!” is not a statement of fact but an interpellation that initiates the process of 

“girling”, a process based on perceived and imposed differences between men and 

women, differences that are far from “natural” (Salih, 2007 p.61) 

Gendered practices are understood to be in continual processes of becoming; as Butler 

states, gender is a ‘phenomenon that’s being produced or reproduced all the time’ 
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(2011). Butler (1990, 1993) theorises gendered identity as embodied, grounded in 

repetitive bodily enactments of subject positions that imitate existing conventions of 

gendered behaviour. ‘(W)hat we take to be an internal essence of gender is 

manufactured through a sustained set of acts, posited through the gendered stylization 

of the body’ (1990 p.xv). This produces a series of effects that consolidate an 

impression of being a man or being a woman (2011).  

 

Gendered subjectivities operate in conjunction with discourses that are ‘circulated, 

naturalised, contested and endorsed’ (Rowan & Lynch, 2011 p.86). Although 

discourses of gender may be viewed as distinct from sex role discourses and from 

discourses of sexuality, it is recognised that in everyday perceptions these threads 

tend to become intertwined in complex ways (Francis, 2008; Francis & Skelton, 2008; 

Salih, 2006), and they are considered together to some degree within this and later 

chapters. The intersection of these different areas, in conjunction with distinct gender 

binaries, are to a large degree the reality of the gendered subject positions made 

available in society (Francis & Skelton, 2008). Together they have implications for an 

individual’s lived experiences, and implications for the ways in which societies 

operate (Connell, 2006; Weedon, 1999). Gendered discourses coexist, interact and 

intersect within other kinds of culturally determined discourses. Considerations of 

cultural/gendered difference have become increasingly important. Some of the most 

powerful writing on this comes from black feminist writers (for example bell hooks). 

From these multiple perspectives, gender is further understood as ‘a complex dynamic 

structure’ (Connell, 2010 p.605). 
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For some societies, ‘the very concept of ‘woman’ as a social category was introduced 

by colonialism’ (Connell, 2010 p.608). Similarly, some discourses of masculinities 

were created out of an ‘interplay of cultures’ within colonised societies, particularly in 

populations that were enforced into subordinated labour (Connell 2006, p.108). An 

example is Latin American discourses of ‘machismo’. Machismo is a relatively recent 

production at the intersection of the romanticised narratives of the conquistadors, the 

Catholicised ‘ideology of female abnegation’, and the colonial oppression that 

‘blocked other claims (…) to power’ (Connell 2006, p.108). Machismo discourses 

conflict with traditional Mazatec discourses of masculine behaviour, an example that 

reinforces Connell’s position that ‘(s)ince capitalist development both undermined 

traditional patriarchies and generated new forms of gender inequality, it is necessary 

to go beyond the tradition-versus-modernity dichotomy’ (2010, p.606) when 

considering these discourses. Yet, a tradition-versus-modernity dichotomy appears to 

underpin contemporary discourses such as the #heforshe campaign (UN Women, 

2014). As an alternative, Connell (2010) calls for ‘a negotiated theory that 

acknowledges the world’s multiple experiences of gender issues, and builds on the 

differing intellectual traditions and contemporary efforts at understanding around the 

globe’ (p.608).  

 

This is a small-scale research project, exploring the lives of a group of children. Its 

view of gendered experiences will be intimate and relational, an exploration of ‘places 

and practices in gender relations’ (Connell, 2006, p.104) from within a localised 

perspective. Previous research has demonstrated that an important constitutive layer 

of forming gendered subject positions is the environment they are formed within 

(McRobbie & Garber, 1976). Messerschmidt (2009), researching in home and school 
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spaces, suggests that in her observations the ‘gendered self is the outcome of reading 

and then “doing” certain situationally available gender practices’ (p.87), noting that it 

is a socially interactive process, as ‘gender is something they (children) do in 

interaction with others’ (p.86, also McLeod, 2006).  

 

In schoolyard play, there are numerous examples of ‘rhymes and songs celebrating 

heteronormativity and stereotypical representations of gender’ (Marsh & Richards, 

2013 p.17). Butler suggests it is only through the fixedness and social acceptance of 

heteronormative, binary, gendered behaviours that agency and resistance within 

gendered subject positions becomes possible. Yet agency and resistance tends to be 

troublesome and complex. In Davies (2006) investigations into pre-school children’s 

play, she writes of ‘the work they did on themselves and each other to prevent (…) 

transgressions, and to recreate the binary and hierarchical gender order once it had 

been breached’ (p.72). As a part of this ‘category-maintenance work’ she makes 

observations of ‘border-work’ in which gendered performances not accepted as a part 

of the child’s sense of self might be utilised, but then immediately spurned. In one 

example, a girl is playing in her classroom’s home corner when a young boy steals 

her doll. After unsuccessfully chasing after him and emotionally asking for its return, 

the girl alters her clothes to replicate masculine dress, and then proceeds to again 

confront the thief, this time with success. With her doll successfully returned ‘she 

resignifies herself as female as if to make up for the momentary breach, abjecting the 

waistcoat, which is left lying on the floor’ (p.74).  

 

Butler (2011) differentiates ‘performativity’ from ‘performing gender’ by noting that 

in the second example there already exists a formed subject (also Salih, 2007). 
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Gendered performativity is not simply understood as a matter of ‘free choice’. As 

Francis and Skelton (2008) note ‘(s)pectators still tend to look to the corporeal, as 

well as to signifiers of gender identification such as clothing, hairstyle, posture and 

gait, and so on, to enable the immediate categorisation of gender that we tend to take 

for granted in our social interactions’ (p.319). Messerschmidt (2009) writes about 

teenage girls who attempt to neutralise their gendered positioning by wearing loose 

fitting clothing. These girls were not trying to adopt male characteristics, just 

minimise overtly feminine characteristics. As a result of this resistance to gendered 

norms the girls were likely to be subjected to bullying from other students. Phoenix, 

Pattman, Croghan & Griffin, (2013) also observed that girls were often seen to be 

‘distancing themselves from troubled femininities’ (p.429) in others. Rowan & Lynch 

(2011) suggest that most students are aware of how gendered behaviour is ‘socially 

policed’ and that this has implications for how young people represent themselves. 

Young people adopt various positions, representations and actions that ‘could have a 

range of consequences, depending upon how they reproduced or contested hegemonic 

understandings of gender’ (Rowan & Lynch, 2011 p.91). Connell (2010) discusses 

these kinds of challenges, noting, ‘(t)he creative moment in which gender is 

performatively brought into being is understood as the action of the individual; and 

resistance involves brave individual departures from the norms’ (p.607). 

 

In a study of how gender is performed and negotiated in group discussions undertaken 

with a large group of 12-18 year olds, Phoenix et al. (2013) observed the ways in 

which women’s bodies are controlled by both boys and girls, concluding that ‘the 

body remains central to understanding how gender is co-constructed and socially 

regulated by young people’ (pp.416-7). In group conversations these young people 
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discussed the need for parental supervision over clothes but in the group’s opinion it 

was only ‘girls (not boys) [who were] (…) in need of parental, and more specifically, 

maternal guidance’ (p.423) in relation to these gendered distinctions. Coupled with 

this, they reported a tendency for some girls to ‘act in ways that bolster boys’ power 

at the expense of their own, rather than the other way around’ (p.416) and a tendency 

for ‘(some) boys to buttress their masculinity at the expense of girls and women’ and 

thereby ‘reproduce hegemonic masculinities’ (p.416). Expressions of gender are not 

only found in material things such as choice of clothing. In her school-situated 

research with secondary students, McLeod (2006) observed gendered patterns in 

friendship with girls tending to focus friendships around talking together, while boys 

tended to focus around ‘doing’ together (such as playing sports). By exploring the 

kinds of literacy practices children engage in, we can see the ways in which these 

literacy practices reflect the children’s subjective positionings. 

 

3.3 LITERACIES AND IDENTITY 

Exploring the intersections of understandings of identity with understandings of 

literacy is one of the ways in which literacy practices have been investigated over the 

past few decades (Moje, Luke, Davies & Street, 2009). The ways in which individuals 

participate, interact, and build relationships in different contexts can be seen as having 

‘implications for how people make sense of themselves and others, identify and are 

identified’ (Moje et al., 2009 p.416). Bruce (2002) suggests: 

If we conceive literacy practices as a set of activities around texts, including 

understanding and composing, but also the whole complex of social relations and 

actions related to making and communicating meaning, then literacy becomes 

inextricable from community, and from the ways in which communities and society 

change (p3). 
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Rather than a skills-based understanding of literacy, this approach is built upon the 

belief that ‘(l)iteracy practices pervade daily life’ (Corio, Knobel, Lankshear & Leu, 

2008 p.9). These language-rich meaning-making processes occur ‘in interaction with 

the environment, with people and things, signs, tools and artefacts’ (Lemke, 2013 

p.61). To take this into account, I draw on Burnett et al.’s (2014) (im)materialities 

framework, which looks to the complex relationships between material and 

immaterial dimensions, and proposes four lenses, spatiality, mediation, materiality 

and embodiment, outlined in the subsections that follow, to focus on meaning-making 

processes.  

 

In keeping with the experiences of school children in shared play spaces all over the 

globe, the International School children’s playground is a place where: 

school discourses mix with those of home, formal with informal, local with 

global, high culture with popular culture, and, (…) older layers of play with 

contemporary, more ephemeral forms. In this hybrid mix, issues of identity are 

to the fore; gender, ‘race’, ethnicity, language, sexuality and physical ability are 

all germane to the process of creating a ‘third space’ (Bhabha 1994) in which 

children construct cultural practices. (Marsh & Richards, 2013 p.12) 

An alternative perspective to ‘third space’ when considering the intricacy of this 

playground scenario, is to look across the whole space as an example of ‘baroque 

complexity’ in which it is understood that there are no consistently stable patterns 

(Kwa, 2002; Law, 2004). This is a view that shows why the (im)materialities 

framework is so compelling, as it recognises that close analysis is unable to construct 

stable frames through which to tame and frame this complexity, but nonetheless finds 

a way to think about it. 
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3.3.1 Spatiality 

From a spatial analytical approach, space is understood to be complex, and in any 

moment distinctive, hybrid and fluid (Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1996). Space may be 

known intimately and materially, perhaps through the deep familiarity of foot 

knowledge (Mackey, 2010), or from a distant and immaterial capacity, such as one 

might ‘know’ and discuss a country through fragmented recollections from journeys 

(Edmonds & Warburton, 2013). The complexity of space and spatial processes, and 

the depth of knowledge any individual may have in connection with a space, feeds 

back into the ways that space contributes to literacy practices.  

 

Space is always dynamic. The effects of dramatic dynamic locational shifts 

underscore this research. The very unusualness, perhaps even unnaturalness, of macro 

movements across the globe into new surroundings, new countries and cities, and on a 

smaller scale, new homes and classrooms, is routinely experienced by these children. 

Yet, even within temporarily fixed locations such as such as classrooms, spaces are 

always changing in ephemeral micro-ways (Burnett, 2014). Change also occurs 

through larger progressive modifications over time, such as the recent trend to transfer 

the spatial configuration of technology in schools away from isolated computing labs 

and into the regular classroom utilising portable devices (Burnett, 2014). However, 

space does not just refer to material locations within this research. The development 

of the Internet has instigated a shift in perception of how space might be interpreted, 

away from the notion of a very fixed, substantial and material locality (Black, 2007). 

The idea of virtual spaces reinforces the idea of space as socially constructed and 

perceptual rather than tangible.  
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Space creates and is created by power relations (Leander & Sheehy, 2004). Terms like 

‘thirdspace’ (Bhabha, 1994) and ‘in between space’ (Sheehy, 2011) and contemporary 

postcolonial notions of borders and margins (Ashcroft et al., 2002) may suggest 

agential possibilities for thinking about spaces and their potential for transformative 

action. Politicising space highlights the social and material aspects also in place in 

any given moment, although, Leander and Sheehy (2011) argue that metaphors of 

borders, centre, and margins, imply static rather than dynamic spaces. Yet Mills and 

Comber (2013) note that critical analysis of social marginalisation because of skin 

colour, gender, class, disability etc., has not always taken the spatial formation of this 

marginalisation into account. ‘(P)ower relations are enacted through inclusions and 

exclusions in talk and the material positioning of the students’ bodies in the 

classrooms’ (Mills and Comber, 2013 p.413, emphasis added). Other researchers have 

come to similar conclusions through their empirical explorations (Gee, 2000), 

highlighting the usefulness of a spatial analytical lens. 

 

3.3.2 Mediation 

The ways in which we manipulate signs and language symbols to represent things and 

communicate messages is in constant change, and, when working from a viewpoint of 

the fundamental importance of language to self, these changes must, in turn, have 

implications for the ways in which lives are lived (Hall, 2013; Hayles, 1999; Kress, 

2003). In recent decades, much of this change has occurred through the rapid 

development of new technologies, such as digital media and new applications used to 

construct and share messages with others, although, traditional modes, such as pen, 

paint, gesture and voice, are frequently reimagined and remediated in conjunction 

with newer technological mediums. Communications have existed in multimodal 
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ways throughout history to some extent, however Kress (2010) suggests that ‘a 

multimodally constituted world of meaning is becoming newly and insistently urgent’ 

(p.197). 

 

While all kinds of different modes and media might contribute to a meaning making 

process, each different mode and medium has different affordances and constraints 

(Norris, 2009). Further to this, the combination of, and ways in which, different 

modes and media are combined, impacts upon meaning-making experiences. While 

each individual component of, for example an Internet page, has its own range of 

ways it might be viewed and understood by an individual, each component is also 

read through its interrelationship with the other components viewed in conjunction 

with it (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  

 

Through differently mediated texts, ways of thinking about and acting in the world 

are augmented, as individuals perhaps become aware of a broader range of 

institutionally recognised ways of being. New diverse kinds of affinity groups and 

communities can be accessed (Schirato & Webb, 2004). The speed of, and increased 

reach of technology enabled communications, ‘disseminating and naturalizing 

meanings, ideas and traditions’ (Schirato & Webb, 2004 p.172) accentuates and 

accelerates this process. In this way, new forms of mediation offer vastly different 

worlds from the more limited, materially-dependant, place-constrained range of 

subjective positions on offer in pre-Internet times, although ‘material’ worlds still 

have a strong presence in expressions of selves.   
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3.3.3 Materiality 

Material ‘stuff’ forms an important part of our experience in the world, and how we 

express ourselves in the world (Miller, 2008, 2010). Leander and Sheehy (2004) note 

that:  

Our metaphorical spatial lens matters, and tracing how it matters inevitably leads us to 

“matter” in the world, to the material stuff of our home lives and cityscapes, which 

absorbs us and which we constantly interpret through the world (p.3).   

Lemke (2013) suggests that stuff might therefore be thought about as texts, noting 

that ‘we are always mediating the meanings of our lives with semiotic objects, 

durable or transient, that are or behave in many ways like texts’ (p.57). Objects and 

stuff (terms used interchangeably with ‘things’ and ‘artefacts’ in this dissertation) are 

significant components of ‘the whole system’ of how lives are lived (Miller, 2010). 

Miller (2010) suggests material objects are more than things that are used, but can be 

things that are deeply identified with, and which become in essence an extension of 

the self. Stuff is a component of inner worlds. While questioning how identities are 

temporarily stabilised, (an idea which links back to Weedon’s definition of identity as 

a temporary fixing of a particular mode of subjectivity), Leander (2002) suggests that 

artefacts may be one of the ways in which this is achieved, as clothing and objects 

‘place’ us into certain recognisable social groups.  

 

Pahl and Rowsell (2010) consider artefacts as providing ‘the connecting piece – they 

move, they travel across home and school, and these movements provide power to 

students’ (p.3). For children on the move, stuff must frequently be divided into stuff 

that travels with them, like clothes and favourite toys, and stuff that must be left in 

place, such as the rooms they have lived in, and the window seats that they have 

perched on and gazed out at the world from. And, in possibly emotionally difficult 
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experiences, often things that matter to them become culled from their lives at moving 

times, artworks and school writing, stuff attached to memories of pleasure and 

achievement, and toys that they once favoured and now don’t play with so often, but 

with which memories of pleasure linger.  

 

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (2001) suggest that individuals have the 

ability to ‘form and be formed in collectively realised “as if” realms’ (p.49). 

Referencing Vygotsky, Holland et al. suggest that in children’s imaginative play, 

often objects become part of these ‘as if’ worlds, for example a broom becomes a 

horse and the child becomes a rider, even when they have had no first-hand 

experience of real-life horses. In these circumstances material objects are attributed 

with new meanings while old meanings are suspended; a process over which the child 

has complete agency (or meanings are coordinated in agreement by two or more 

children playing together). In ‘as if’ worlds, perceptions about how the world might 

be, and how an individual might ‘figure into’ these worlds, can form an active part of 

how identities and subjectivities are shaped. 

 

Living on in memories, stuff can exist in an immaterial, or embodied form, often due 

to the inherent ephemeral nature of many things (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010). Within 

digital spaces, this is particularly notable. 

The echoes of lost objects can also be found across the web, in which past blogs 

and reminiscences litter the blogosphere in a way that old photographs and 

objects are stored in attics and cellars in homes. It captures a reality that is no 

longer there, calling up a memory of a place that has now gone’ (Burnett et al. 

2014 p.97).  
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In the case of Third Culture Kids, this immaterial stuff might include traces of past 

play experiences, perhaps in the form of old avatars, virtual castles, or high score 

listings, and photographs shared and posted of cultural festivals or just day-to-day 

favourite toys and play, undertaken in a place that they once lived in. These 

immaterial renderings of objects lost from their lives have a ‘capacity to evoke absent 

presences’ (Bissell, 2009 p.97).  

 

3.3.4 Embodiment 

Any individual literacy event or text draws upon and materialises embodied 

subjective experience in its creation (Burnett et al. 2014). And any reading of a 

literacy event or a text draws upon the reader’s perception of felt experience by the 

text’s creator, intertwined with the reader’s own immaterial traces of felt experience. 

This may be further complicated through interactions with other people, or through 

the environment that is currently being experienced, or a combination of these factors. 

Perception works in ways that are relative and interpretive, functioning with reference 

to the particular environment and the ways in which an individual expresses 

themselves in the world (Pink, 2011). While we talk about embodied perceptions 

through sensory categories, this infers that embodied perception is more fragmented 

and less complexly constructed than it really is.  

 

One dimension of embodiment is emotion. Lemke (2013) suggests that the lure of 

digital game-play is the emotional ‘ride’ such literacy experiences offer to gamers. 

Gripping narratives found in print literature and films work similarly. Expanding on 

this Mackey (2011), writes of the way that fictional narratives can be ‘woven into 

your sense of life’ (p.306). Hayles (1999) suggests that through digital technologies 
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‘represented bodies are joined with enacted bodies through mutating and flexible 

machine interfaces’ (p.xiv). Experiences such as ‘flying’ through a Minecraft world, 

to experience the emotional pleasure of vertigo (ilinx) or constructing online visual or 

linguistic avatars, and controlling their behaviours within emotionally arousing role-

play narratives, are all practical examples of how Hayles’ prediction might be realised 

in the experiences of these children. Returning to themes frequently reiterated 

throughout this chapter, Mackey (2011) draws attention to the plurality of ways 

embodiment might be experienced in any given moment, noting that ‘it is impossible 

to assess the multiplicity of trajectories that are held together within the body and 

mind of every single reader’ (p.305) and the myriad of ‘interpretative tools’ children 

use to make sense of their lives not only in their minds, but also through their bodies.   

  

3.4 SUMMARY 

In these past two chapters I have considered some of the types of academic knowing 

that underpin this research. The two chapters, Outer Worlds and Inner Worlds, 

establish two different conversations, however these are not distinct ‘knowledge’ 

worlds, but co-constitutive spaces in which the different areas of interest in this 

research flow across and influence one another. This research follows the new literacy 

studies tradition of research into literacy as social practices in specific communities, 

dating from the 1980s and 90s (as documented by Street, Pahl, & Rowsell, 2009). 

This study joins other research from this tradition in the (more) recent ‘turn to identity 

in literacy studies’ (Moje et al., 2009, p.415), as language and literacy practices are 

understood in this research as central to the identity processes of inner worlds, and the 

negotiation of discourses from the outer worlds in which discourses are shaped. The 
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next chapter discusses the research methodology and the steps taken in the research 

process. 
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CHAPTER 4 METHODOLOGY  

A core priority in this dissertation is to privilege the voices of globally mobile 

children. Even so, the dissertation is clearly a product of the researcher’s perspective. 

Ultimately, ‘research derives from the social interaction of the researcher with the 

researched’ (Dunne, Pryor & Yates, 2005, p.5). This conjunction acknowledges the 

importance and centrality of ‘the researched’ in the research process and positions 

them as active and integral participants, yet equally, it accedes to the central presence 

of the researcher within the research. Additionally, research is a product of the 

research process. The researcher’s decisions and perceptions shape this entire research 

process, commencing with the perception of an issue to investigate, and carrying on 

throughout the entire data construction and analysis and the suggested conclusions 

and implications. Therefore, in this chapter I have worked to write myself aware of, 

and guide the reader to, my positions, responses to, and understandings of the 

research as it has developed. This chapter then, somewhat in contrast to the aims of 

the dissertation as a whole, foregrounds the worlds of the researcher in this research. 

 

The role(s) of the researcher in the research processes extend far beyond the real-time 

interaction with the research participants. How this occurred in this research is 

discussed through three sections in this chapter, namely:  

• Directions, which discusses the theoretical and methodological directions of the 

research, and the long process of developing and arriving at a methodological 

framework and conceptual positioning,  

• Considerations, which discusses some of the concerns of the research/er,  

• Actions, in which the processes of data generation and gathering are documented.  
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4.1 DIRECTIONS: APPROACHES AND GUIDING STRUCTURES IN THE RESEARCH 

This first section discusses the theoretical positioning of the research, and provides a 

description of both the continuities and the changes encountered in the process of 

arriving at this position. It commences with a general introduction to the sociocultural 

direction of the research, and the case study methodology that structures it. The final 

subsection is a reflexive narrative, discussing the process of arriving at this 

methodological approach. This subsection gives an outline of my background and my 

personal values, and the ways in which these informed the perspectives adopted in the 

research.  

 

4.1.1 A Sociocultural Approach 

The dissertation adopts a sociocultural approach. This is a broad orientation, which in 

this social/literacy/education infused research, is shaped by views of literacies and 

learning as ideological and directed by a profusion of social practices (Street et al., 

2009). Those constructions are themselves built through explorations about what is 

unique about literacies and learning. These include explorations of literacy events - 

observable, actioned happenings involving sites and stuff; literacy practices - the 

discrete underlying origins and understandings associated with literacy events (Pahl & 

Rowsell, 2006); and the nature of learning experiences - in which ways of thinking, 

acting, believing, valuing and being are initiated (Gee, 1990; Lankshear, Snyder, & 

Green, 2000). The eventual ‘goal’ of research undertaken from these understandings 

is the development of transformative educational practices and pedagogies.   

 

A broad sociocultural approach is ultimately concerned with building a macro-view of 

‘human action as mediated by language and other symbol systems within particular 
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cultural contexts’ (Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007 p.5). However, to enable this broad 

vision, active researchers might, for example, take a micro-focus on undertakings in 

the classroom (as seen in the work of Beavis, in press; Burnett, 2011a; and Gee, 

2000), or on out-of-school literacy practices (as seen in the work of Beavis & Charles, 

2007; Beavis, Nixon, & Atkinson, 2005; Dyson, 1997; Gee, 2007; Moll, Amanti, Neff 

& Gonzalez, 1992; Pahl & Burnett, 2013; Pahl & Rowsell, 2010), or even via the 

focal point of an individual (Leander, 2002) so as to clearly take account of issues of 

identity, agency and power. Utilising the knowledge drawn from these investigations, 

a wide-angled lens focused on life and how it is experienced can be established, and 

then, if using this approach for educational purposes, understandings of how these 

actions, experiences and contexts are funnelled back into literacies and learning can 

be synthesised.   

 

With a mind to the context of this particular research (globally mobile children in an 

International School), in its wide-ranging approaches and outlook, sociocultural 

research is particularly suited to an understanding of the relationship between the 

social and the individual, and, ‘the social and cultural practices of people from many 

different backgrounds and experiences’ (Lewis et al. 2007 p.3). Through this 

approach it is possible to consider how an individual student might position 

themselves with regards the various ‘cultural’ subjectivities they encounter, or to 

observe the ways in which a student’s experiences, values and beliefs are present in, 

or policed from, literacy events. This opens up possibilities to make inferences 

between the interplay of cultural difference and learning in ways that work towards 

unfurling broad and inclusive possibilities. This view is rooted in the understanding 

that the different social practices located within the different communities that the 
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students draw from, are ‘invested with particular norms and values’ (Lewis et al., 

2007 p.5). These norms and values are seen as circulating with multiple, intersecting 

and overlaid discourses. These discourses shape, locate and differentiate between 

different ways of being and knowing. From within these different cultural 

environments, discourses and language work in mutually co-constructive ways to 

produce subjective positionings. A key idea here is the multiple perspectives that may 

be found in an analysis of any literacy event.  

 

In the interpretation of a sociocultural theoretical direction adopted here, questions of 

identity and agency and power are particularly foregrounded, as these are viewed as 

vital aspects shaping literacies and learning practices, and in developing a useful 

understanding of the lives and experiences of the children who participated in the 

research. This interpretation draws from Lewis et al. (2007), who suggest that 

definitions of sociocultural approaches may themselves be viewed as ‘sites of 

struggle’, as they encompass such a wide and continually expanding range of ways to 

mediate analyses of learning and literacy practices. However Lewis et al. suggest that 

as a group: 

Sociocultural theories have refocused education researchers away from the often well 

intentioned, yet deficit oriented, research agendas to research programs that seek to 

understand the social and cultural practices of people from many different backgrounds 

and experiences (p.3). 

In their interpretation of sociocultural theory, Lewis et al. (2007) dispute the notion 

that individuals are embedded within and transformed by their different communities 

and environments they encounter, but instead adopt a less deterministic understanding 

of how individuals are ‘sited’ within the environments that surround them. This 

allows for the possibilities of agency and resistance to circulating discourses, and 
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highlights the need to negotiate the myriad and often conflicting discourses almost 

always present within social communities.  

 

Burnett et al. (2014) build further on the complexities of how individuals are ‘sited’ 

within the environments that surround them, by looking to the interrelationships 

between literacy practices and the sites in which and through which they produced, 

and, drawing attention to, and challenging the binaries of, the material and immaterial 

within these practices. This disrupts the notion of literacy practices as tightly bounded 

by particular, universalising communities. Utilising a focus on material and 

immaterial modes and their interplay can help give insight into the ways in which 

literacy practices are often shaped across a range of different, intersecting sites, 

contexts and domains. This has particular relevance to studies involving digital 

domains, in which the real and the virtual, (and ideas of the local and the global), are 

intertwined in complex ways, as will be discussed in a later section.  

 

4.1.2 A Multicase Study 

From its inception, the overall plan of this research was guided by case study 

methods. Such methods are commonly used in educational settings (Yin, 2009). 

Relating to the earlier discussion of sociocultural approaches, case studies present a 

micro-focus of how a social occurrence is played out in a particular moment in a 

particular community (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). Typically, case study is centred 

around the exploration of an actuality rather than on the exploration of a theoretical 

argument or hypothesis (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  
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This research emerged out of an earlier research project I had undertaken with a group 

of children in the school, which had been framed by a hypothesis and sought to 

answer a specific question (Hannaford, 2009). As a first-time researcher, in that 

earlier experience I had felt constrained by my hypothesis when surrounded by a 

range of interesting observations. The approach used in this current research is more 

closely aligned with a notion of ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) and was inspired in 

part by Dyson and Genishi’s (2005) suggestion that within case studies the authentic, 

‘messy complexity of human experience’ can be glimpsed and contemplated (p.3). 

Stark and Torrance (2005) suggest that, to gain insights, the case study: 

(S)eeks to engage with and report the complexity of social activity in order to represent 

the meanings that individual social actors bring to those settings and manufacture in 

them (p.33). 

In my research I can only surmise the ever-shifting meanings that the children bring 

to their literacy events, in a moment in time, and the multiple meanings that they may 

take away from them. It may well be that the children were in a similar situation. 

 

The locating of a case may be considered within a conceptual understanding of 

context (Flyvbjerg, 2006), as in this example of a group of children linked through a 

range of Third Culture Kid discourses. This research is designed as a multicase study 

within a singular research scheme linked to a contextual, and also locational 

community. The ‘cases’ are the twenty children who agreed to participate in the 

research. While these twenty children have at least one community in common, the 

International School they all attend, it would be incorrect to consider them as a 

homogeneous group in other ways. The children’s age range spans four years, they 

identify with a range of gender subjectivities, they come from a mix of national and 

cultural backgrounds, and particularly, their identification as Third Culture Kids is 
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drawn from very different individual experiences. Also, each child has her or his own 

interests, social relationships and problems (Stake, 2006). By looking at each of the 

children as separate ‘cases’ their differences are acknowledged, while allowing for the 

possibility of conceiving interpretations drawn by looking across the cases.  

 

In the reporting, discussion, and analysis of the research in Chapters 6, 7 and 8, 

sometimes individual cases are reported separately at length (this is particularly the 

structure of Chapter 7, Home) and sometimes segments from individual cases are 

bound together by a common idea, as a form of cross-case analysis. This sometimes 

results in conflicting perspectives being presented, in keeping with the anti-

essentialist stance of current sociocultural research. When the cases are written up in a 

straightforward narrative-style it is acknowledged that this narrative style is 

interpretive rather than ‘factual’ (Stake, 2006). 

 

Ethnographic methodologies had a significant influence on this research. Many 

researchers that influence my work use ethnographic methods (for example, Burnett, 

2011b; Davies, 2013; Marsh & Bishop, 2014). James and Prout (1997) suggests that 

ethnography is particularly suited to childhood studies because it ‘allows children a 

more direct voice in the production of sociological data’. Goldbart and Hustler (2006) 

suggest that ethnography literally means writing about people and list the important 

features of ethnography, whereby participants are understood as meaning makers, 

and, researchers as the recorders of participants’ interpretations. (This is an idea that I 

challenge. A researcher can never just record another’s perceptions. However 

unintentionally, research infuses a participant’s narrative with the researcher’s own 

sense-making.) Nonetheless, in keeping with this study, Goldbart & Hustler stress 
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ethnography’s usefulness in meeting the ‘need to understand the particular cultural 

worlds in which people live and which they both construct and utilize’ (2006 p.16). 

This methodological point correlates with this research in spirit. 

 

Hammersley’s (1993) approach to ethnography from a methods-based standpoint 

allows for a discussion of the ways in which the research undertaken here is similar  

and dissimilar from ethnography. For example, Hammersley notes that historically, 

ethnography has incorporated the collecting of artefacts both material and immaterial 

(such as anecdotes). This is in keeping with the undertakings of this research, as will 

be outlined in section 3, although there remain only photographic records of artefacts, 

such as the children’s research journals, school ‘work’ and in some instances, pencil 

cases. Hammersley lists six qualities of ethnography. Ethnography:  

1. Involves analysis of selected empirical data; 

2. Doesn’t stage interventions and experiments, the empirical data is naturally 

generated;  

3. Uses data from a range of sources, but principally from relatively informal 

conversations; 

4. Takes an unstructured approach to data collection and the categories used for 

interpreting data are not pre-fixed; 

5. Is contextually small scale, i.e. it explores a small group or an individual, or a 

single setting, or a small number of either;  

6. Focuses on qualitative, interpretive analysis. Statistical and other quantitative 

methods are only used minimally. 
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Consistent with the descriptions itemised as 1), 5) and 6), this research is small scale, 

empirical research, which utilises an interpretive analysis. However, this research is 

not ethnography and differs structurally from Hammersley’s interpretation in a 

number of ways. For example, rather than just attending to, collecting and 

documenting observations of the students in their environment, this study involved 

the artificial construction of data in two significant ways: 

• Students were asked to keep a diary of their at-home activities, rather than being 

visited by the researcher, and,  

• A series of after-school computer clubs were organised to enable observations of 

the children playing.    

 In addition, while informal conversations, ‘chats’, initiated by the children, albeit 

undertaken at a regular time and place, were one (important) component of the data 

collection, other kinds of data also featured. An example is the data generated by 

observations in the classroom and in the computer club. While conversations between 

the children and me did sometimes occur at these times, allowing the children’s 

commentary to enrich these observations, mostly this was not the case. As an observer 

in the classroom, and to a lesser extent in the computer club, I tried to stand back from 

the goings on and not interrupt the process with requests for the children to voice their 

point of view about their experiences in the moment. Sometimes, I would question the 

children about things I had observed at a later time, but not consistently. One final 

difference from ethnography in my methods is that the organisation of the data 

collection process was highly structured, involving a range of methods decided on 

before entering the research site. Once on-site this was scarcely altered.  
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However, primarily, this research differs from ethnography for theoretical reasons. 

Whilst practitioner research is commonly approached through ethnographic methods, 

as a former teacher at the school, my naturalisation within the field as a teacher rather 

than a researcher surrounded the project and coloured my role in the research site, 

resulting in a degree of ambiguity. For example, when I was on the playground, 

children frequently approached me requesting teacher-like support. And as a high 

proportion of the students that I came to work with in the research knew me initially 

as a teacher, it was within this role that they approached me, at least in the beginning 

stages of the school year. (I then became ‘a teacher doing something different’ I 

think.) There were shades of irony in the early stages of the research when some of 

the older children took great care to stress to me that they were ‘different people’ 

from how I remembered them, and yet continued to view me within a stable and 

familiar role as teacher.  

 

My teacher positioning was particularly difficult to move away from within the 

teaching community and continued to be reinforced throughout the year I spent as a 

researcher. For example, often a passing staff member greeted me and inquired as to 

which class I was teaching in front of an individual child participant I was talking to 

in a school passage. In some aspects this naturalisation was advantageous; for 

example few children seemed to think it was unusual to see me sitting in on classes so 

no unwelcome attention was drawn to the children I was observing; I was a familiar 

face, and in one of my previous roles had been a peer coach. In other ways my 

familiarity in the space as a member of the teaching staff led to difficult situations, 

such as teachers asking me to escort their class from one place to another, or to 

supervise their class while they slipped out of the classroom to make a phone call, 
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small tasks that staff members help one another out with, but which were not 

consistent with my role. Therefore it was necessary for me to keep checking that I 

was thinking myself into a more ‘distanced’ and slightly less naturalised role of 

researcher, rather than as an ethnographer naturalised into the environment, to try to 

minimise my (natural) self-identification as a teacher. This perception operates under 

the assumption that a case-study researcher performs a more structured role than an 

ethnographer. 

   

4.1.3 Choosing the Theoretical Approach 

A sociocultural approach takes into account the need for a researcher to reflect on her 

role in constructing knowledge (Lewis et al. 2007). In addition to my teaching 

experience, my identifying as a member of the globally mobile community plays a 

significant part in this research. I commenced my life as a globally mobile person in 

the 1980s when I took a leave of absence from teaching in Australian state secondary 

schools, and spent a few years teaching English as an additional language to young 

people from a range of national backgrounds in a language school in Oxford, UK. A 

few years later I moved, this time with two young children, to a European city for two 

years, and then on to live and work in Jerusalem for two years. I found Jerusalem a 

confronting place to live, emotionally intensified by my concerns for the safety of my 

children. By the end of two years, I had developed very strong views about the 

artificiality and unjust exclusions of national borders and affiliations, and the 

intrusions they placed on the universal human right to live in peace and harmony. On 

returning to Australia, I found refuge in a university course entitled World Literature. 

Reading narratives that opened up cross-cultural experiences from a myriad of 

perspectives, and my introduction to the field of postcolonial theory that underpinned 
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the course, helped me to find ways of understanding and interrogating my 

experiences. It was through this encounter that I had my first real glimpse of the 

academy examining the inequalities of the world and working to address them. 

 

Several years and a move back to Europe later, due to an ongoing interest in 

postcolonial theory now transferred to the research site, it seemed logical to me that 

this research project exploring the lives of globally mobile children would need to be 

analysed through a critical lens, foregrounding issues of ‘culture’. While adopting a 

culturally directed critical perspective may be a valid way to analyse the data, and 

these views are important to me, I began to feel uneasy with this approach once I 

commenced the data collection process, a feeling that intensified during the 

transcription period. With distance, I realised that my concerns to do with matters of 

cultural difference when I was a teacher in the school community, were not instigated 

by student comments, but by my own standpoints. 

 

My sense that there was a degree of (white, British) cultural hegemony being played 

out in the school had nothing to do with actions on the playground between children 

themselves, but was primarily from observing the (unwitting) actions of the staff. 

While cultural difference was singled out as a valued and distinguishing feature of the 

school identity, the ways in which it was experienced introduced some subtle and 

complex power positionings. It seemed that there were traces of institutional memory 

of the school as a ‘British school’ still operating despite decades of changed status. 

While this was, and is, of concern to me, the aim of the research was to record the 

children’s concerns, and highlight the complexities of their experiences. There is a 

strong ethos binding the children in the school whereby the harmonious international 
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mix of the children ‘makes them special’. Searching for cracks in this plaster felt to 

some degree like an anarchistic act against the children of the school community.  

 

I had a growing realisation that the children frequently discussed issues connected to 

their gendered subjectivities during my time at the research site. The extent of this 

became clear when I later began to codify across cases. So, I considered adopting a 

feminist poststructuralist position. Consonant with the ways in which I had been 

thinking about a critical perspective, a feminist poststructuralist position with its focus 

on discourse and the ways in which discourses are regulated within society, 

particularly with consideration to gendered subjectification, appealled. Feminist 

poststructuralism seeks to ‘trouble the very categories male and female, to make 

visible the way they are constituted and to question their inevitability’ (Davies & 

Gannon, 2005 p.318). Importantly, a feminist poststructuralist methodology 

acknowledges the possibilities of agency and change within participants’ lives. It 

allows an anti-essentialist standpoint to be adopted and provides a framework in 

which a plurality of discourses in addition to gender and sexuality could be explored.  

 

While this framework was attractive, there remained elements of the research that 

seemed at odds with the core principles of analysis that govern feminist 

poststructuralist approaches, and I again felt a sense that the research was ‘wearing 

the wrong clothes’. As Davies and Gannon (2005) note, ‘(r)esearchers are not 

separate from their data, nor should they be’ (p.38). While feminist poststructuralist 

approaches have a long and useful history in educational research, I felt that I had 

strayed from my calling, (or perhaps only my comfort zone) as a teacher who guides 

students, and their teachers, to develop their literacy skills and understandings. While 
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as a researcher in the research site I was concerned that I could not totally remove 

myself from my entrenched teacher subjectivity in the eyes of others, when removed 

from the classroom, it seemed important for me to keep in mind this teacher 

positioning in order to answer the research questions. To foreshadow the final section 

of this chapter, relatively late into the research process, the powerful analytical tool 

offered by Burnett et al.’s (im)materiality  framework (2014), helped to realise the 

sociocultural approach which seemed to best fit with the research.  

 

4.2 CONSIDERATIONS: THE RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS AND THE RESEARCH SITE  

To provide a rich picture of the experiences of the twenty children, the design of the 

research encompassed multiple sources of data, compiled in different spaces and 

times, and with different groups of people. These included one-to-one interviews with 

the children in school spaces during out-of-school hours, journals written by the 

children in their homes, observation notes taken in busy school classrooms, and 

screenshots taken in free-play computer clubs. The full details of the research 

methods will be fully detailed in the final section of this chapter. As a background to 

the record of methods, this section details some of the concerns about the actual 

conduct of the study before and during the research process.  

 

4.2.1 Thinking about Children 

That the research was undertaken ‘with’ the children is an important element of the 

methods and methodology (Christensen & James, 2008; Hill, Laybourn & Borland, 

1996). The twenty children were active participants in this research, sharing 

information about their lives and their ‘knowing’ of the children’s cultural worlds that 

they were part of (Marsh & Bishop, 2014). This contrasts with historical examples of 
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research into childhood, which tended to view children as the ‘objects’ of the research 

rather than the ‘subjects’ of the study (Christensen & James, 2008; Hill et al., 1996).  

 

Opportunities to observe children interacting with other children were an important 

part of the research design. It is impossible to ignore though, that these observations 

are indeed filtered through my adult perspectives. While research techniques not 

called upon here, may arguably afford more child-centred views (techniques such as 

inviting children to use a camcorder to record their own vignettes (de Block & 

Buckingham, 2007), or using digital communication mediums such as child-to-child 

emails (Merchant, Dickinson, Burnett, & Myers, 2006)), generally these technology-

rich techniques were not adopted in this research because of practical concerns 

regarding resources and the children’s time. 

 

To research children without reference to the ‘perspective and concerns of adults’ 

(Christensen & James, 2008 p.30), I see as both an important ideal, and a difficult to 

achieve aim. Factoring into this, is my lack of clarity as to whether this research ‘is, 

can be and should be for children or for adults’, as Mayall (1994 p.1) wrote early in 

the development of the field of literature known as the new sociology of childhood. It 

is difficult to truly know and measure the degree of influence my relatively powerful 

‘adult’ presence had in the events that I observed. For example, a substantial part of 

the data in this research has been constructed through an adult/child interview 

process, as even informal chats could sometimes take on this form if, varying with the 

child and the particular occasion, question prompts were used to stimulate 

conversation.  

 



 

 90 

As I commenced the project, I was concerned about researching the children’s home 

lives, as it felt like an invasion of the children’s privacy. This difficulty was 

particularly focused on interjecting my presence into the children’s relationship with 

their parents. In research involving a similar age group, Hill et al. (1996) drew 

conclusions regarding spatial considerations within the research process. In their 

observation, children appeared to be more relaxed being interviewed at school rather 

than at home within the hearing range of their parents. Using this as a lead, most of 

the data gathering phase of my study occurred on the school premises. However, 

some parents and teachers sometimes found it more convenient to be interviewed in 

other locations, and one child, Caroline, had her concluding interview in her home. 

This was not my preferred situation, but it was the last interview of the entire process 

and had been proving difficult to arrange, so I accepted the solution offered by 

Caroline’s family to conclude the research gathering stage. During the interview 

Caroline’s grandmother was nearby, and the dynamic of the interview was noticeably 

different from the other interviews I had undertaken at the school. From time to time 

during our conversation, Caroline’s grandmother would quietly ask Caroline a 

question, or instruct her to perform host duties for me. Of assistance to Caroline in 

this slightly uncomfortable situation was her empowered position of being a language 

aide for both her grandmother and her researcher, each of whom had only a 

beginner’s grasp of each other’s language. This meant that in some sense Caroline 

could maintain privacy, via a language ‘curtain’ that helped her to manage both 

relationships independent from each other.  
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4.2.2 Thinking about Technology 

As a part of my research involved talking to children about their use of digital 

technologies, observing the use of technologies in classrooms, instigating and 

monitoring computer clubs, and viewing, discussing and photographing artefacts 

constructed in digital mediums, considerations particular to research involving digital 

technologies needed to be thought through. The exploration of the places and 

communities of cyberspace has been a growing field over recent decades and has 

developed its own discourse, conventions and ethical agreements (Leander, Phillips, 

& Taylor, 2010; McKee & Porter, 2009a). McKee and Porter (2009a) suggest that it is 

necessary to take a case-based approach to managing ethical issues in digital 

mediums, and propose that applying rules evenly to all cases may be viewed as 

immoral. Confusions may exist, for example, between defining the real and the virtual 

within individual digital play episodes, for example when considering a child’s 

personal avatar through which the child may attain some dimension of their sense of 

self (McKee & Porter, 2008, 2009b; Turkle, 1995, 2011; Valentine & Holloway, 

2002). 

 

McKee and Porter (2008) suggest that due to the blurred boundaries between private 

and public content in digital contexts, researchers should consult in three different 

arenas when planning research into digital worlds. These are: 

1. With external contacts, such as ethics committees and fellow researchers;  

2. With contacts inside the organisation in which the data is being collected, and;  

3. With the participants themselves.  

While the last to be contacted, in many regards the participants belong at the head of 

this list as their protection is of foremost importance. They were the least complex 
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group I needed to negotiate with, although in part this was due to their lack of 

experience in aspects of the research process, such as the dissemination of the 

research. This aspect of my ethical responsibility has meant that I have needed to 

think carefully about the need to protect the children’s privacy when sharing some of 

the data, such as avatar names. Generally, my dealings with the external ethics body 

from my university helped to ensure that the children were safeguarded against their 

lack of knowledge. This will be documented in the next subsection of this chapter. I 

was also fortunate that my research supervisor was extremely experienced in 

undertaking research into digital environments and could offer sound counsel. 

However, research procedures that accommodated the requirements of contacts inside 

the research site, and met the expectations of the participants’ families, who were also 

valid ‘insider’ contacts in the process, were quite complex.  

 

In my role as a researcher, questioning and observing the children from a non-

judgmental stance, I was still positioned as an adult working with children with the 

permission of both ‘the school’ (as a venue, institution and collection of professionals 

dedicated to child welfare), and ‘the parents’ who were granting me ‘in loco parentis’ 

authority, particularly during the time the computer club was running. I therefore 

could not ignore all aspects of guardianship. For example, the school has a student 

code of conduct with regards to Internet use and I was expected to remind the students 

of this at the start of computer club sessions. This code of conduct positioned me as a 

power-holder with authority to make personal judgements as to what might constitute 

inappropriate or unsafe online activity. Had I observed such activity I would have 

been required to immediately shut down the site being accessed and discuss my 

reasons for making this choice. I invited teachers into the space on a few initial 
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occasions so consultations could be taken if necessary. And, in an attempt to manage 

the fact that the children playing in the computer club would have a wide variety of 

Internet usage constraints in their homes, I asked the computer club participants to 

only play on sites that their parents would generally allow them to play on. This was 

known as the ‘computer club rule’. This club rule served to slightly disrupt and 

supplant the general school policy, in which the presiding adult dictates any Internet 

sites that are opened, and that Google and YouTube can only be accessed with direct 

adult supervision.  

 

Generally, the club rule diverted the power back to the children and provided a loose 

system of governance. However, on one particular occasion I felt uncertainty about 

the ‘appropriateness’ of the content of a particular game. (This incident is discussed in 

Chapter 8, Gender.) I asked the child playing the game if this was something that he 

played at home with his parents’ permission. He agreed that it was. Nonetheless, as 

his play had created a lot of attention from other members of the club, I thought it best 

that I also discretely check this fact with his mother. In this instance I was confused as 

to whether I was placing my interests before a child’s interests. To some extent, I was 

concerned other children would report the incident to their parents, and that this might 

cause parents to raise concerns about the club to the school, thus endangering the 

research project as a whole. While it may have been in the child’s best interests to 

discuss the website he was playing on with his key ethical guardians, this nonetheless 

was a challenging decision for me to make as a researcher.  

 

I had thought that the computer club rule might steer participants towards game-sites 

they usually play at home, but this was disrupted by the social interactions that the 
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club afforded. While children usually started off on the game-sites that they typically 

played at home, they often then diverted to investigate other sites that they observed 

other children playing. This placed the children in the situation of having to make 

their own ethical decisions as to whether their guardians would consider the sites 

permissible. For most of the time it did not appear that this was problematic, although 

there were grey areas connected to the playing of games with violent themes by 

children literally following instructions ‘not to play on games with guns’.  

 

4.2.3 Thinking about Ethics 

It was necessary to obtain informed voluntary consent from a wide range of 

stakeholders before commencing the data collection. The most important of these 

stakeholders were the children, but there were a number of ‘gate-keepers’ who I also 

needed to negotiate with before it was possible for me to approach the children. 

Firstly my plans needed to be negotiated with my supervisors. From there, they 

needed to go through a formal university ethics process. Running parallel with this to 

some extent, were the negotiations through the various strata of the school 

administration, which will be documented in the next section of this chapter. Finally 

the children were approached.  

 

The children were told clearly that they had the option to withdraw from the study at 

any stage. All children and the families and teachers involved were assured of 

confidentiality. I have used pseudonyms to protect the participants’ identities, and the 

name of the school and its specific location has not been revealed to add a further 

layer of anonymity. To ensure that participants had sufficient information about the 

project to enable them to give informed consent, I spoke personally to all involved 
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children and teachers. I made myself available to the children’s families by phone, 

email and for face-to-face conversations. I prepared a range of age-appropriate plain 

language statements for children and for their families, outlining the research aims 

and the specifics of involvement. I offered to have the documents translated if 

required. A Participant Advocate was appointed and her contact details were 

circulated. The Participant Advocate’s role was to provide independent support and 

advice about the project. She was selected because, as well as being a multilingual, 

approachable teacher well-known in the community, as co-ordinator of the school’s 

mother tongue program, she had easy access to translators and language support staff 

if needed.  

 

As McKee & Porter (2008) note, ‘we can all accept the validity of ‘do no harm’, but 

at the same time we must recognise the complexity of figuring out what ‘harm’ means 

for any particular study in regards to particular human participants’ (p.722). The 

university ethics committee proposed two issues for me to contemplate as I 

approached the study. The first was to think about how I would deal with a student 

who appeared to be distressed about relocation. I considered that this was best dealt 

with by directing the student to the student counsellor, who would have more 

experience with this scenario. It transpired that two children (sisters) who chose to 

participate in the study had just relocated to the school, but they were proactive and 

competent in making themselves places in the community, supported each other, and 

did not seem to be under any extraordinary distress due to their recent move. Also, 

four of the participants would be leaving the city and the school at the end of the 

school year or soon into the following academic year. These students all appeared to 

be managing their situation, although there were noticeably different ways in which 
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this happened, some children not talking about their impending move at all, while one 

of the students emailed me a few times after the summer break, perhaps seeing me as 

a small source of social continuity within an unsettled period of his life. In this 

circumstance I hope that rather than inflicting harm, my interest added a little 

additional support to this participant during an uneasy period. Coincidentally I was 

relocating my family home to another continent at the end of the school year, and I 

discussed this occasionally with some of the children. Movement was a bonding 

element in our lives. 

 

The ethics committee also asked me to think about how I would deal with children 

reporting inappropriate online activity. I discussed this issue at length via Skype with 

my supervisor. We concluded that there were possibly distinctions to be made 

between sites that were inappropriate, and sites that were unsafe. For the former, the 

plan was to manage it by discussing with the students what their parents’ likely 

response to the site and situation might be. This approach allowed the child to think 

clearly for themselves, according to their own cultural background and influences, 

about what would be appropriate for them in their situation. It was important for me 

not to be the one making these decisions as my role was as researcher not as guardian. 

However, if the site might commonly be considered unsafe and present some risk for 

the child, it was important for me, in my duty of care as a responsible adult, to check 

that the child was aware of and thoroughly understood the risks involved. If it 

continued to be a problem then I suggested that I would tell the child that I considered 

it my responsibility to report the situation to the parents. As it transpired, and as 

discussed in the previous subsection, I found myself managing this situation in a less 

straightforward way than I had planned due to the realities of working within the 
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research site.  

 

There was one instance of a child reporting something concerning. However, it was 

not explicitly connected to inappropriate online activity. In this instance I felt some 

tension between my perceived need to display a researcher’s distance, and my 

impulsion to act, which I viewed as perhaps triggered by an instinctive, teacherly 

sense of guardianship. On this occasion, while discussing the kinds of activities that 

she undertook on Facebook, Lauren spoke about offering support to another girl in 

her grade level who was self-harming. I spoke to her about the seriousness of this, and 

the need for adult support. She replied with a long anecdote about the sensitivities 

involved with seeking adult support, but her answer did indicate that there had been 

parental intervention. After we finished speaking I instinctively went directly to the 

school counsellor’s office to ensure that the school was aware of this problem in the 

grade level. I didn’t know the name of the girl involved, and was hoping not to share 

the name of my participant source, as I felt conflicted about my loyalties. The 

counsellor had already gone home for the day, so with time zones in my favour, I then 

had the opportunity to confer with my research supervisor, who in turn conferred with 

a university ethics officer. We all agreed that passing the information on was the best 

course of action. I went to see the counsellor the next day, and was reassured that the 

circle of girls involved was being monitored.  

 

4.2.4 Thinking about Language 

A characteristic feature of the school is the diverse range of languages spoken within 

the school community. The percentage of children who speak English as their ‘mother 

tongue’ (the usual term used in the school community) is usually well under 25%. The 
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school’s ‘English mother tongue’ classification is interpreted as both parents having 

English as their first language and English being spoken as the dominant language in 

the home. Within the research group, a slightly higher percentage than this, seven 

children (35%) came from this kind of linguistic background. Another two students 

(10%) came from English dominant homes, with one of two parents speaking English 

as their first language. Four children (20%) came from ‘foreign language’ homes 

where both parents shared a first language other than English, which was spoken as 

the dominant language in the home. Five children were functionally bilingual, with 

one of the languages as English, although this group needs to be further broken down 

to fully explicate its qualities. Of these the larger group, three children (15%) 

favoured a non-English language as their stronger language, one child (5%) favoured 

English as their stronger language, and one child (5%) seemed to be almost equally 

strong in two languages, each of which were their individual parent’s first languages. 

The remaining two children (10%) came from language rich backgrounds in which no 

one language appeared dominant. English was one of the home languages, spoken as 

an additional language by at least one of the parents, in both cases. 

  

Figure 1: Language Backgrounds 

Language Background 

One lang. English

One lang. Not Eng.

Bilingual. Not Eng. Dom

Main lang. Eng.

Multilingual

Bilingual. Eng. Dom

Bilingual.



 

 99 

No beginner (first year) English language students volunteered for the project. 

However, the potential implications for the data gathering of having a number of 

intermediate English language learners include the potential for misinterpretation on 

both sides, and thus invalid inferences to be drawn. Focusing on trying to best 

understand the meanings that the participants were expressing was a very important 

consideration as I undertook the research. This was reinforced by the five years I had 

spent as a teacher in the school prior to the research being undertaken, an earlier 

experience teaching in a language school for two years, and having formal 

qualifications as a teacher of English as an Foreign Language. My long experience as 

a member of international communities has also helped me to develop sensitivity to 

moments of language confusion. 

 

As was discussed in the previous subsection, the children all had access to the support 

of a Participant Advocate, who was well equipped to facilitate more thorough 

translation support if needed. On a very small number of occasions, quick Google 

translation searches were held during conversations with the children to find the 

meaning of a particular word. While Google is not a reliable source for translations, 

sometimes it is merely a small moment of ‘lost’ vocabulary that halts an otherwise 

clear and comprehensible conversation. And, without wishing to minimise the 

relevance of potential language misunderstandings in the research, as Rushdie (1992) 

has argued, while ‘(i)t is normally supposed that something always gets lost in 

translation; I cling, obstinately, to the notion that something can also be gained’ 

(p.17). Working with such a high number of multilingual children is one of the many 

rewarding aspects of research into this community.  
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4.2.5 Thinking about Researcher as a Role 

My role as researcher included coordinating the research with the school, 

interviewing and observing participants, photographing and discussing the journals 

they maintained, and organising the after school computer clubs. An important 

consideration was my entry into the ‘field’ as a researcher, to ensure that I was 

acknowledged into the environment in this role (Corsaro & Molinari, 2008; Hill et al. 

1996). I had many connections in the community and was a long-term member of the 

school population, (my eldest child had started her schooling there in 1995, although 

our family had discontinuous enrolment periods). At the time the research was 

undertaken I was, amongst other affiliations, a parent to a member of the close-knit 

graduating class, and a part of the community of UN affiliated families within the 

school’s society. And most obviously, I had been a member of the school’s teaching 

staff in the five years prior to my commencement of full-time PhD studies.  

 

I was the previous class teacher of three of the participants. A further two participants 

had been a part of an earlier research project I had undertaken with a small group, 

during which we had a short-lived but close interaction. The majority, but not all, of 

the remaining Grade 5 and 6 students knew me as a teacher through assemblies and 

excursions, residential camps, and my role as student council coordinator. While I did 

not know any of the Grade 3 and 4 students personally, those who had been at school 

when I was employed as a teacher would have perhaps formed some pre-existing 

impression of me within my role as a teacher. As discussed in the first section of this 

chapter, a mutual re-negotiation of roles needed to be undertaken by me, and by some 

of the participants in the project. 
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During the course of the project, one of the Grade 3 classes ‘spotted me’ in an edition 

of the school year book and my residency as a teacher in the neighbouring classroom 

was discussed. I was not present at this discussion but it was reported to me by three 

of the participants after the fact. In any case, I have no doubt that I mostly appeared as 

a teacher to the child participants due to:  

• My lapses into the unconscious performance of this familiar role;  

• My decision, due to considerations centred on ‘pleasing’ the management of the 

school who had allowed me access into the community, to dress in a conservative 

professional manner in my role as researcher, rather than dressing ‘down’ in 

casual clothes as the students did, and,  

• My responsibilities towards school and parents as group leader while undertaking 

the computer club observations, as earlier mentioned.  

It was therefore particularly important for me to consider power relationships between 

the participants and me constantly during the data collection process and following on 

to the analysis of the data.  

 

4.3 ACTIONS: HOW THE RESEARCH PROCEEDED  

This section discusses the actions undertaken to realise the research. It commences 

with a description of the setting up of the research at the research site. This serves as 

an introduction to the institutional character of the school. After this, the research 

methods (interviews/discussions, observations, journals) are discussed, and then the 

processes of transcription, codifying and analysis that followed on from the year spent 

at the research site.  
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4.3.1 Initial actions 

Initially I had planned to undertake my research in the other large International 

School in the city because I had fewer pre-existing viewpoints about their community. 

I tried to make contact with this ‘other’ school through two email enquiries, and then 

a phone message, but received no replies to my communications. (There is staff 

folklore about a management reluctance to consider an employee from one of these 

schools for a position in the other. I wondered if this code of behaviour rumour was 

correct, and was also being applied to me as a researcher.) I had tenuous social links 

to personnel at the other school, but no strong contacts, so, with some reluctance, I 

decided to pursue my research in the school I knew well.  

 

After researching the local ethical protocols for research in schools, which granted 

authority to individual school directors to determine whether and how research should 

be undertaken, I had a meeting with the Director of ‘my’ school. The Director had 

taken up his post recently so we had no pre-existing relationship. He appeared 

interested in hearing about the directions of my research and the proposed methods, 

and allowed me a generous amount of time to discuss my work. I outlined my 

recruitment procedure, which initially was to inform the whole staff about my 

research via email, and invite two teachers from Grade 3 and two teachers from Grade 

6 to work with me. I planned to then speak to these teachers’ classes and send out a 

letter to request student participants from within them. The Director was supportive, 

but before confirming the school’s participation in the research, a requirement of my 

university’s ethics committee, he wished to open a conversation about my request 

with other members of the senior management team.  

 



 

 103 

I didn’t hear anything for many weeks from the school, so I visited the school and 

spoke with the Director again informally. At this time he spoke with the Primary 

Deputy Head in my presence, thereby revealing that emails had been circulated within 

the management team. I was requested to hold a meeting with the Head of Secondary 

School, and the Primary Deputy Head. (The Primary Head would be departing the 

school before my data collection phase commenced, and was standing down from 

conversations about the school’s future.) The Head of Secondary School sent a 

Secondary Deputy Head as her representative to the meeting.  

 

When I arrived for this meeting, the Primary Deputy Head was waiting in the room 

with a heavily underlined copy of the proposal I had emailed to her. By contrast, the 

Secondary Deputy Head appeared a little late, apologised for not reading the 

information I had sent, and immediately spoke of her husband’s experiences as a PhD 

candidate and proclaimed a supportive stance. I believe that the Secondary Deputy 

Head’s personal empathetic response was important in my eventual ‘acceptance’ by 

gatekeepers within the senior management team. (Or, it seemed later, one tricky 

gatekeeper who was temporarily charged with extra authority.) This meeting is 

recounted as an example of several encounters in which the delicate systems of power 

that functioned within the school were revealed, and thankfully successfully 

negotiated.  

 

At the commencement of the recruitment process, and at the suggestion of another 

Secondary Deputy Head, instead of emailing the whole staff about my research, I 

contacted four teachers directly, explained the project to them, and asked them 

whether they would like to consider being participants. (While I didn’t see any 
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problems at this time, on reflection this approach meant that I was not ‘introduced’ to 

the whole staff within my role as researcher, which may have been a useful step in 

positioning me within the school in my new role.) Three of these teachers readily 

agreed and one declined. Another teacher from that year level nominated herself to 

replace the other. I then spoke to the students from each of these four classes, using a 

Prezi slideshow to describe the project. It transpired that this was an application the 

children hadn’t seen before, and it may have unintentionally focused the research’s 

aims on technology. At the conclusion of the class meetings I invited questions, and 

distributed letters to be taken home. These letters briefly outlined the research project 

and invited interested parties to contact me via email.  

 

I initially had a smaller response of potential participants from these four classes than 

I had hoped for. (Unbeknown to me this number was to subsequently build up.) So I 

modified my research design and also invited participants from Grades 4 and 5, after 

first checking this modification with my supervisor, my university’s ethics board, the 

School Director, the (new) Head and (existing) Deputy Head of the Primary School, 

the Grade Level Co-ordinators for Grades 4 and 5, and two teachers from each of 

these grade levels. It was important to go through these processes in the correct order. 

In one difficult moment it seemed that the Grade 5 Co-ordinator would not support 

the research being undertaken in that grade level because I had informally discussed 

the possibility of working with one of her staff members with that staff member, 

before discussing it with her. (This was Dusan’s teacher, who, in later discussion 

unrelated to this incident, spoke of his feelings of being alienated by older staff 

members because of his innovative approaches to using technologies within the 

classroom.) By expanding the research pool, nine more students indicated that they 
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wished to become involved in the project.  

 

 Boys Girls 

Grade 3 3 2 

Grade 4 0 6 

Grade 5 2 1 

Grade 6 4 2 

Table 1: Grade and Gender Distribution 

 
Eventually I had a total of twenty participants in the project, as briefly categorised by 

grade level and gender in the table above (Table 1). This number was more than was 

ideal. Stake (2006) suggests no more than ten cases is best in a multicase study, 

because greater numbers ‘provide more uniqueness of interactivity than the research 

team and readers can come to understand’ (p.22). However, I was disinclined to 

exclude anyone, and assumed that there would be some attrition, either due to 

students leaving the school or simply dropping out of the project. Neither of these 

events occurred. The data gathering process started about 6 weeks into the school year 

and ended about 6 weeks before its completion, so as not to disturb these busy school 

times. The methods are represented in the following diagrammatic overview (Figure 

2), and discussed in the next three sections. 
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Figure 2: The Research Methods 

 

4.3.2 Interviews  

A total of fifty-seven interviews were held, forty with children, eight with teachers, 

and nine with parents. The twenty children were interviewed individually, at the 

beginning and again at the end of the project. Each of these interviews lasted for 

about thirty minutes and followed a semi-structured format. With the permission of 

the interviewees, the interviews were audio taped. While I had a question schedule 

lightly pencilled into my journal to guide me if necessary, I attempted to adhere to a 

very open-ended questioning pattern, for example by requesting participants to ‘tell 
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me about your use of computers’, in order to hopefully gather data ‘from the 

informant’s experience, not from the questions I ask’ (Dick, 2005 p.10).  

 

Birbeck and Drummond (2007) offered useful guidelines for working with younger 

children, such as the suggestion that when asked to remember ‘free recall’ things, 

children may only remember a small number of things but will give accurate 

responses. If their recall is subsequently further questioned, an increase in errors 

occurs. Errors are also magnified with increasingly complex questions. Similarly, 

repeating questions and asking for more detail also leads to inaccuracies. I kept these 

guidelines in mind during the interviews and tried to keep a relaxed, pressure-free 

approach. Birbeck and Drummond (2007) also suggest that in a supportive, feel-good 

environment, children will give the most reliable answers to questions. I attempted to 

construct such an environment, both in my manner and in the choice of surroundings, 

often arranging interviews in one of the music classrooms after school, a pleasant 

space rarely able to be enjoyed without large numbers of other students present. 

 

In the first interview, the discussion centred on the children’s family make-up and at-

home life, including languages, national backgrounds, and their life experiences as 

globally mobile young people. Examples of prompt questions include: 

• Where have you lived? 

• Which languages do you speak? 

• What do you do after school? 

• What do you like to play at home? 
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Interviews at the end of the project commenced with enquiries about the research 

project itself. These were followed by questions about the intersection of the 

children’s home life and school life, and the child’s cultural positionings. Examples 

include: 

• How has it been for you to be a part of this research? 

• Talk to me about the ways in which your home-life is different from your school-

life. 

• What are the main things that matter to German boys? (Or Australian girls, or 

American girls.)  

This last question is formulated by inserting one of the child’s ‘official’ nationalities 

such as German or Australian and the child’s ‘official’ gender into the framework 

‘What are the main things that matter’. Observations were made as to whether the 

child seemed to spontaneously identify with the proffered subjectivity. After 

reviewing the aims of the research, the final question for all participants was:  

• What should I have asked you?  

 

The children were all connected to one of eight classes, six grade level classes, and 

for the Grade 6 students in the secondary school, either an English language stream or 

a Humanities stream. A once-only, individual semi-structured interview lasting for 

30-45 minutes was held with each of the eight teachers in charge of these classes. 

(Due to changes in the Secondary School timetable, a further Humanities teacher 

became involved in the research from the start of the second semester, but was not 

formally interviewed.) Some of these interviews were conducted on the school 

premises in lunchtimes and after-school, some were conducted in teachers’ free 

periods in a nearby café, and one was conducted in the teacher’s home. Teachers were 
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asked to speak about their personal usage and attitudes towards digital technologies, 

their professional usage of digital technologies, their thoughts surrounding the 

technology use of the students they support and the influence of new media in 

children’s lives, and their opinions on the influence of the school in the views children 

develop about the world. Examples include:  

• Tell me a critical incident in your life involving computers or some other 

technology. 

• Talk about the role of technology in your professional life, both past and present. 

• How do you see the role of ‘the school’ in the development of a student’s identity? 

 

All of the children’s parents were informed that I would be interested in interviewing 

them for the project during initial negotiations, which were often via emails. After 

this, I avoided pursuing the request for interviews by email, and either allowed 

parents interested in this aspect of participation to approach me, or gently raised the 

issue face-to-face if we happened to meet on the school premises. I did not consider it 

important to speak with all parents, as this data was seen as supplementary to, not 

essential to, the exploration of the children’s experiences. Parent interviews were 

carried out on the school premises, in the library or in empty classrooms, or in cafés 

in various locations. 

 

Of the nine parents who were interviewed, five spoke English as their first language, a 

further three were very confident English speakers, and the last had high competence 

in English (and I had adequate knowledge of this parent’s first language to check any 

potential misunderstandings). Linked with their English competence, it might be 

considered that these parents had a dominantly Western/European outlook. (In 
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retrospect I regret not drawing on language support to approach some of the other 

parents about being interviewed.) These interviews covered similar topics to the 

teacher interviews, but included enquiries into their home culture. Examples include: 

• Tell me a critical incident in your life involving computers or some other 

technology. 

• Talk about the role of technology in your child’s life, both past and present. 

• Discuss the ways in which your country, religion or home culture, are experienced 

in your family’s life.  

 

4.3.3 Journals 

All twenty children were given a journal to take home and use to record aspects of 

their home lives, particularly with reference to experiences of digital play and other 

media use. Nineteen journals were still being used at the end of the project. One was 

mislaid over the Christmas break and not used in the second semester, although this 

child, Ryan, continued to meet with me to discuss his home activities. The journals 

were distributed at a group meeting for each grade level. (Four meetings in total.) 

This was planned so that that the children might spark age and ability appropriate 

ideas off one another about how the journal might be used to record their experiences, 

with little direction from me. I had hoped that this would help the children to be 

confident in their own decisions about what information might be shared in the 

journals. While this happened to some extent, for the first few months a number of 

children continually checked with me as to what they ‘should’ be writing in their 

journal. When pressed, my typical response was to perhaps write about what they had 

been doing in their free time at home. The children were aware of my interest in their 
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play on digital technologies, so this was often recorded, but other leisure activities, 

such as holiday activities were also written about.  

 

Importantly, the journals were promoted as aide-memoires to support regular, 

informal ‘chats’ with me about what the children had been doing. As many of the 

children were still in the early stages of their development as writers, to help make the 

journal-writing task seem less onerous and less pressured, the journals were not 

presented as important as self-standing written documents. In their use as aide-

memoires, it was intended that the children would be able to instigate discussions 

about their home lives, without me asking questions that might direct the participants 

onto particular topics. This loose format was designed to allow discussions of interest 

to the participants to surface, and to hopefully minimise power dynamics in which the 

questions that I asked were seen as more important than the information the children 

volunteered (Hammersley, 1993; Reid, 1997; Stark & Torrance, 2005).  

 

Arrangements were made at the initial journal meetings for these short (5-10 minute), 

regular, individual conversations (mostly referred to as ‘chats’), to which the 

participants were asked to bring their journals. These chats took place in pre-arranged 

times and places such as corridors, the library and in the school mall, a large central 

passageway with seating. During the chats I asked the participants to tell me about 

‘what they had been doing’ recently. These conversations were audio taped with the 

consent of the child. I also photographed their journal during these times. 

 

Some participants regularly forgot these chat times, and/or forgot their journals, but I 

spoke with about fourteen of the participants on a fairly frequent basis, often weekly, 
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and the rest occasionally throughout the year. During our chats, often the children 

launched into conversation about recent activities in school or at home without 

reference to their journal notations. Therefore, the photographs of the journals are 

often drawn on as data sources in the subsequent chapters separate from the 

conversations that surrounded them. Many children appeared to enjoy writing in the 

journals, using them as a space in which to record their play lives, and as a part of 

how they spent their own time when not governed by school or family obligations. At 

the end of the data gathering process, after ensuring that I had photographed all pages, 

the journals were returned to the children for permanent ownership. Each journal’s 

drawings, writings, and style of usage, present a quite different view of each child 

than the transcription and observation data.  

 

4.3.4 Observations 

Sixty-two observation periods were undertaken, thirty-two in classrooms over the 

course of a forty minute lesson, and thirty during the after-school computer clubs, 

which ran for approximately sixty minutes each. These were spread over the course of 

the school year. In both situations I made field notes, some audio recordings, and 

occasionally took screenshots or photographs of children’s productions. Meaning-

making modes recorded in my journal included to some extent gaze, gesture, 

movement, and the sounds (pitch, silence etc) of speech, as all worked together to 

impart effective communication (Wohlwend, 2011). 

 

I made four observations over the course of the year with each of the eight different 

class streams. The classroom observations occurred when the participants were in 

class with the participant teachers, although sometimes other teachers were also 
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present. The plan was that the teachers would invite me into classes, however, in their 

busy lives this was one more thing to remember, so eventually I began approaching 

teachers to ask if it would be convenient for me to come to a particular lesson. After 

trial and error, I discovered this was best requested within a short time-span, i.e. I 

would ask in the morning about afternoon lessons or I would ask the day before about 

attending a morning lesson. In this way, teachers were able to easily decide if they 

were doing an activity that they were comfortable with me observing, but they made 

no special preparations for my visit.  

 

During classroom observations I sat on a chair near the back, but within sight of the 

child(ren) I was observing. Sometimes I asked a child about their work if it did not 

appear to be disruptive. My plan was to have minimal interactions with the class and 

their teacher, but occasionally a teacher drew attention to my presence by asking for 

my input into the class discussion. Unlike the active social participation which 

interviews demand of the researcher, during observations I attempted to give my full 

attention to a more impartial recording of the events (Silverman, 2010). 

 

My role as observer in the computer ‘clubs’ was more complex as it was intertwined 

with my role as club organiser and supervising adult. During these after-school clubs 

the children were able to use the space, facilities and time for free-play, either using 

programs already installed on the school computers or via the spaces of the Internet. 

Children were able to enrol in the computer clubs without being full participants in 

the research. (These ‘extra’ children received a modified plain language statement and 

consent form to ensure that they understood their play may be observed and 

recorded.) The extra children were recruited to ensure that a social atmosphere was 
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maintained in the club, and there was a big difference in the dynamic of clubs with 

small numbers, such as the Grade 6 club, and the very popular Grade 4 club. 

 

Separate clubs were offered for Grade 3 and for Grade 6 during the first semester, and 

then for Grade 3, Grade 4 and Grade 5 in semester two. Because of the time delays 

involved in setting up the modifications to my research design, and the need to work 

with the After-School Programme Co-ordinator’s timelines, it was not possible to 

arrange the Grade 4 and Grade 5 clubs for the first semester, so they were diverted to 

the second semester. It had not been the plan to repeat the Grade 3 club, but a number 

of children requested this, and so I repeated it in the second semester with all of the 

original participants, plus one extra child. On reflection, it would have been a better 

plan to ask another person in to ‘run’ the clubs, as the management of them distracted 

from my observation duties. I mostly tried not to interfere with the play in the 

computer clubs but informal exchanges were sometimes needed for clarification. 

Also, sometimes the ‘extra’ children appeared to want to have their ‘turn’ talking to 

me about their play. This data has mostly been excluded.  

 

4.3.5 Transcriptions & Coding  

Part of the process of all three data generating (or gathering) methods described 

above, was the transcription that followed on from them. Interviews, journal chats, 

and audio recordings made during class and club observations all required 

transcribing in order to read across them for purposes of analysis. Transcribing these 

dialogues accurately, including aspects such as silence, and gestures cross-referenced 

from my journal, and simply dealing with the large amount of data, were the 

challenges of this stage of research process. As I read through the data, I was struck 
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by the recurrence of a number of topics. These were: bullying, friendship, gender, 

home, identity, imaginative play, instructions, language and literacy, morality, 

moving, nationality, parents, siblings, technology, and violence. During the 

transcription process, chunks of data were copied into these topic files. These titles 

give some hint of some of the themes embedded in the research, although there has 

not been sufficient space to realise them all in this dissertation. In addition, I was also 

conscious of the ways in which some of the data seemed to be compatible with 

Appadurai’s (1996) mapping of imaginary global -scapes, which was influencing my 

thinking during this stage of the research process, particularly the ethnoscape, 

ideoscape, and financescape.  

 

During a reflective period whilst writing a conference presentation about my research 

to date, it seemed to me that there were three overarching groups of ideas: technology, 

home and gender. Many of the topics I had previously identified, such as friendship 

and imaginative play, recurred across these three large groups. The three groups were 

not a summary of my initial topics, and so I began a process of recodifying the data 

around them. At this stage I was able to imagine that working around these three ideas 

might build a rich picture of these children’s lives. These three groups were then 

selected as ‘clusters of ideas’ to structure the research findings. They form the titles of 

the three discussion and analysis chapters (Chapters 6-8). In parallel with the 

development of the theoretical directions documented earlier in this chapter, the plans 

for the analysis went through a number of changes of direction since the inception of 

the research. Some earlier choices of analytical processes remain influential in the 

analysis, for example, Gee’s (1990) notion of D/discourses was frequently considered 

when thinking about the data.   
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4.3.6 Analysis 

At the point when I was contemplating my lack of certainty about pursuing a deeply 

feminist poststructuralist direction, I reflected again on the original intentions of the 

research. To reiterate, the research is conceived as a collection of case studies to build 

a small-scale picture of how this particular group of children shape their sense of self, 

particularly in the midst of the rapidly changing digital and technological landscapes 

that form important environments within their mobile lives. The way I imagined a 

critical discourse analysis seemed to distract from the intricacy of this picture, as did 

the way I imagined a feminist poststructuralist analysis. (I recognise that both of these 

directions would have been quite suitable. This is a purely subjective account.) The 

analysis needed to make it possible to consider each of the cases as a separate, 

complex, self-contained entity, as well as, allowing ways to view how they were 

enmeshed as, to borrow from Stake (2006), ‘the official interest is in the collection of 

these cases’.  

 

It was at a fairly advanced stage of the proceedings that Burnett et al.’s 

(im)materiality  framework (2014), was published. At first reading, the combination 

of its focus on literacy practices, which satisfied the wish to situate this research into 

the field of New Literacies, and the complex web of analytical lenses that it gathered 

together, which satisfied the need to build a rich picture of the complexities of these 

Third Culture Kid’s experiences, seemed to well suit the intentions of this research. 

Complementing this was the focus on the interplay and importance of both material 

and immaterial aspects of literacy practices, a focus that I had not considered within 

my initial analytical work, despite gravitating to it naturally in many ways when in the 

field. (For example, I photographed a number of the children’s pencil cases, lured by 



 

 117 

their status as objects that connected with the children as an extension of both their 

material and immaterial selves.)  

 

As a simple explanation, the (im)materialities framework (Burnett et al. 2014) seeks 

to highlight the ‘complex and diverse relationship between the immaterial and the 

material associated with meaning-making’ (p.90). To do this, it suggests building an 

analysis drawing from and across four sociolinguistic concepts: spatiality, mediation, 

materiality, and embodiment, as outlined in the Figure 3. Through the analytical 

breadth that the four-part framework offered me, I was able to conceptualise a 

complex and textured sense of the children’s lives. The numerous interactions 

between these four analytical views offer rich understandings. Yet, each and any 

literacy event can be looked at through the lens of any one of the four different 

perspectives individually. 

 

1. Relationships between the material and    

immaterial are relevant to how literacy is 

spatialised. 

2. Screen-based texts mediate reality in ways 

that prompt shifting relationships between the 

material and immaterial. 

 

3. Literacies are materialised in things. 

 

 

4. Meaning-making is embodied. 

 

Figure 3: (Im)materialities Framework (Burnett et al. 2014 p.93) 

 

Spatiality, as presented in Proposition 1: relationships between the material and 

immaterial are relevant to how literacy is spatialised, had a particularly strong pull 

when analysing the data set, and could have been the sole analytical direction. (To the 

detriment of forming a richer understanding of the research.) Concepts of space in this 
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data set are particularly infused with a sense of the local/global not as a stark 

interface, but as a cross-flowing current. In each case, not only immediate spatial 

environments need to be considered, but the wealth of possibly quite diverse 

environments each child has experienced, and which factor into their understanding of 

any individual event/location. In the lives of these TCKs the world is a more spacious 

place than it perhaps is for children who have not travelled far or often or for 

extended periods of time.  

 

Nonetheless, many of the ways in which the lens of spatiality is applied to the data 

would correspond to other studies in the field of New Literacies. For example, in 

several cases when applying a lens of spatiality to the data set, issues surrounding the 

school, space and power were highlighted. This is consistent with the findings of a 

number of researchers (for example, Gee, 2000; Leander, 2004). Analysis from a 

spatial perspective also raised ideas about personal space and boundaries and the 

crossing of these, a culturally infused situation not limited to globally mobile 

individuals.  

 

Within the different spaces in which literacy events occur, a range of differently 

mediated experiences is undertaken. In the analysis of the data set, mediation, which 

forms the second proposition of the analytical framework, Proposition 2, screen-

based texts mediate reality in ways that prompt shifting relationships between the 

material and immaterial, was useful in considering how, for example, social 

experiences carried out face-to-face, or via technologies like Skype, or between 

avatars in digital worlds, might differ from each other, even as they work together to 

enable fluid social practices in a child’s life. Evident as a teaching/learning 
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component of school literacies, mediation also seemed a particularly important 

consideration in the children’s wider social networking, such as keeping in touch with 

extended family members in other countries. This kind of analysis of the dataset is an 

example of how the research might contribute to new literature exploring the 

experiences of Third Culture Kids, as the intersections of mediation and 

communication constantly change as technologies evolve.  

 

Mediation was also useful for considering imaginative play. For example, it was of 

interest to me to observe how some on-screen characters were adopted into children’s 

imaginative play worlds as ‘real’. Imaginative play was an aspect of the lives of most 

of the children in the younger half of the age grouping, and some of the older 

children. Immaterial responses to play became mediated through their documentation 

into the children’s journals and materialised into texts. Kress emphasises that it is the 

combination of creator agency and available modes that create new signs and ‘(t)o 

make a sign is to make knowledge’ (Kress, 2011 p.211). In this way, the children’s 

journals themselves may be considered as artefacts that mediate script and image in 

ways that are unique and have intrinsic meaning. Some children recorded play in 

playful ways, creating quizzes, hand-drawn ‘screenshots’ and elaborate annotated 

‘landscapes’ detailing scenes from birthday parties, so that the recording process itself 

was a form of play. 

 

Journals considered as artefacts also become an avenue for considering Proposition 3: 

Literacies are materialised in things, although, intersections between the analysis 

strands of mediation and materiality in literacy events were sometimes difficult to 

tease apart when focused on play. This was especially the situation when involving 



 

 120 

new kinds of digitally enhanced toys, but not excluding the occasional old-fashioned 

brandishing of imaginary swords and capes during face-to-face conversations. Also, 

considerations of materiality were often also linked to spatiality. The lens of 

materiality seemed to be called upon most naturally with reference to the children’s 

discussions and documenting of their home spaces. Although interactions with 

material objects were recorded during classroom observations they were noted in a 

different way and to a lesser degree. In the computer club, which was held in the 

Secondary School computer lab, this seemed even more accentuated. The younger 

students positioned themselves as guests within this space. They used the objects 

found within the temporary, foreign environment, but rarely brought their own 

possessions into the computer labs or marked some sense of ownership. This created a 

quite different materialised environment.  

 

Analysis through the lens of embodiment, drawing from Proposition 4: meaning-

making is embodied, was also often drawn from experiences that occurred outside of 

the school space. These were often significant events, but also included everyday 

experiences of simply being outside surrounded by nature or involved in sporting 

activities, perhaps because they were reported with attractive, positive emotions. 

Nonetheless, the lens of embodiment assumed into less noticeable, more compliant 

ways of being, plays a key role in considering some of the deeper questions about 

identity and subjectivity that exist within the research, for example delving into 

conversations around how a child might ‘feel’ as a gamer, or as an English person, or 

as a girl.   
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Through its very complexity, this set of theoretical perspectives presents copious 

possibilities to consider these children’s worlds within sociocultural understandings of 

literacy practices. Yet, the analytical framework is used with a light hand within the 

context of the stories of these Third Culture Kids. For example, in Chapter 7, which 

focuses on the notion of home within the lives of globally mobile children, the 

framework is embedded within the structure of four case studies. And, when 

discussing a particular event, I have mostly used one of the four individual 

propositions rather than drawing from across multiple concepts. Overall, the intention 

is to call on the (im)materialities framework to draw attention to the complex and 

diverse processes at work, such as the interplay between physically present and 

immaterial dimensions in the children’s literacy practices, across the ideational 

clusters, technology, home and gender, to evoke a sense of the intricacy of their life 

experience. 

 

This chapter is the last of the series of chapters that background the research. To 

return to points made earlier, both as an ethical and as a structural decision, the 

research is first and foremost a multiple case study. It explores the lives of twenty 

children being educated in an International School, who might all be classified as 

Third Culture Kids. Before the discussion and analysis chapters (6-8) commence, 

Chapter 5, Participant Profiles, presents the children in a series of ‘cases’ or short 

narrative cameos. It is intended that this will provide a useful backdrop to the cross 

case analysis found in later chapters. 
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CHAPTER 5 PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

This chapter is an introduction to the ‘cases’ of this research. The twenty children are 

listed in the alphabetical order of their pseudonyms. The profiles record information 

such as each child’s age, school class, family make-up, languages spoken, mobility 

history, and social connections such as classmates and siblings across the research 

cases. Comments from the child’s parents and teachers are occasionally included.  

 

These profiles are not intended to give the impression of a series of ‘fixed’ characters. 

This is not the understanding of the nature of identities, subjectivities, and life 

experiences in this research. Almost all children might have been framed in different 

ways, aside from the ‘factual’ information about their ages and the countries they had 

lived in etc. Often the ways in which a child’s point of view seemed to differ from 

those typically voiced by other children in the group is the focus. To some extent the 

themes of Technology, Home and Gender, which were in any case prevalent 

throughout the data set, have been foregrounded in these profiles. Also, in keeping 

with the focus on the (im)material analysis framework used in the following three 

chapters, in some instances a photograph of an object owned by a child is included 

within the vignette. Also included are examples from some of the children’s journals. 

These images of the children’s literate productions or ‘stuff’ serve as a reminder that 

these are real children, not fictional characters.  

 

Stake (2006) and others suggest that to understand a research context well, it is 

necessary to choose cases well. In this research, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

each child volunteered to participate and no selection of cases was undertaken. Only 

one participant gave me pause to think whether they were an appropriate ‘fit’ into the 
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research context. This was Caroline, and my concern was that she had not 

experienced a bi-country relocation in her lifetime. She was nonetheless a part of the 

International School community, and due to her parents coming from two different 

cultures, a student for whom the school community ‘felt’ more of a fit than the 

national private school where she had previously been educated. Pollock and van 

Reken (2009) have developed a broader grouping, which they label Cross-Cultural 

Kid, to locate children like Caroline within TCK theory. 

 

 BOYS GIRLS 

GRADE 3 
(turning 9) 

Miles, Tristan, Will Bethany, Lucy 

GRADE 4 
(turning 10) 

 Aamina, Amy, Ashley, 
Hallie, Lihua, Rania 

GRADE 5 
(turning 11) 

Conor, Dusan Caroline 

GRADE 6 
(turning 12) 

Alexander, Edward, Ryan, 
Tyler 

Caitlyn, Lauren 

Table 2: The Children - Names & Ages 

 

5.1 THE CHILDREN 

Aamina was nine years old at the start of the school year and was in Grade 4. She had 

three elder brothers aged from thirteen to twenty. Aamina’s family was multilingual, 

with Baoulé, French, English and German all spoken at home. She spoke of her home 

as a sociable space with frequent guests. Aamina was born in Côte d'Ivoire, as were 

the other members of her family, but her family moved to Canada soon after 

Aamina’s birth because of the civil war. In Canada the family had first settled in 

Montreal, and then moved to Toronto. When she was seven, the family had relocated 

to the European city in which the research was undertaken because of a work 

opportunity. Aamina joined the school in Grade 2. During our first conversation she 
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described her Grade 2 teacher as her ‘first boy teacher’. It seemed notable to me that 

her teacher’s gender was recounted as the most memorable aspect of her first 

experience at the school, and that she chose the word ‘boy’ to describe her 

experienced, middle-aged teacher. 

 

Image 1: Aamina's Pencil Case 

Image 1 is a photograph of Aamina’s pencil case. It is decorated with an image of a 

bear, which gives it a youthful, ‘cute’ appeal. It is not the product of a major media 

franchise, to the best of my knowledge, although it is reminiscent of the Care Bear 

franchise, and might be considered a cheaper imitation of Care Bear merchandise. 

Aamina had a range of hobbies, and particularly enjoyed reading, noting that she liked 

‘reading books in English. I sometimes take about five a week from the library, and 

I’ve got some books at home. But I pretty much like reading’ in our first interview. 

She listed the Horrid Henry series as favourites and Jackie Wilson as her favourite 

author. 

 

Alexander, was eleven years old and was a Grade 6 student. I had been Alexander’s 

class teacher three years earlier. He had a nine-year-old brother in Grade 4. The 
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family came from Germany and German was spoken in their home. They were 

regular attendees at a local Catholic church, and the two boys went to scripture classes 

once a fortnight after school. Alexander’s father was the manager of a large 

international branded hotel and the family had lived in three different European cities 

due to his father’s employment. His mother had recently commenced part-time work 

in real estate. Alexander was very conscientious about his school homework and kept 

his research journal in a diligent manner as a seeming extension of his homework, 

completing 180 pages of entries. It was mostly set out as an orderly list of his out-of-

school technology-based activities; for example, listing how many minutes he had 

watched television, one of his favourite free-time activities. When he occasionally 

wrote an anecdotal report, they often featured comments as to whether his day had 

been stressful or not, as seen in this extract: 

 

Image 2*: Extract from Alexander's Journal 

Alexander spoke of owning an extensive Lego collection (boosted by an older family 

friend passing down his collection). This collection was squashed into boxes 

containing thousands of unsorted Lego pieces, which became difficult when searching 

for individual pieces. The boxes lined the shelves along a long corridor in 

Alexander’s home. This description of his at-home semi-chaotic organisation of play 
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stuff seemed in contrast with the orderly way Alexander presented himself at school 

in his clothes and in his work habits.  

 

Amy turned ten near the start of the school year. She was in Grade 4, and had a twin 

brother in a different Grade 4 class and a younger sister in Grade 2. Amy enjoyed 

imaginative play and playing digital games with adventure narratives. She was born in 

Scotland but held both German and Canadian passports. Amy’s mother wrote in an 

email communication during the early days of the data collection, ‘I didn't know what 

'Third Culture Kids' meant but a quick look at Wikipedia resulted in me realising I 

was a third culture kid as well’. The family had moved from Scotland to the country 

in which the research was undertaken one year earlier, due to Amy’s father taking up 

employment with a United Nations affiliated organisation. English was the most 

comfortable language for Amy and her siblings to speak, but they were encouraged to 

use German at home as this was their father’s first language.  

 

Amy had joined the school in Grade 3 and it was the first school she had attended that 

was not located inside a hospital. Her teacher reported that Amy had a difficult time 

settling into the school in her first year. Amy was very short by comparison with other 

children in her grade, had hearing aids in both ears, and wore a permanent 

tracheotomy tube. She had a number of health disorders, the most serious of which 

was Campomelic Dysplasia. Children with this severe disorder of the skeleton and 

reproductive system rarely survive past infancy. The condition results in shorter than 

normal legs, and other kinds of bone abnormalities, and weakened cartilage that can 

cause problems with the respiratory tract and hence breathing. There is also a high 

incidence of ambiguous genitalia amongst sufferers (U.S. National Library of 
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Medicine, 2014). A trained carer, whom Amy referred to as her bodyguard, 

accompanied her at all times of the school day to assist with any health-related issues. 

During our first interview Amy’s father sat in the room in this role, during our second, 

her carer. In our discussions during the year, Amy’s carer was in the vicinity, 

although not always in hearing range. Amy spoke about needing to help her mother a 

lot with domestic chores, and attributed this need as the reason she did not attend the 

two school camps offered during her year in Grade 4.  

 

Ashley was nine years old at the start of the research gathering process and was in 

Grade 4. She had an elder sister who was fourteen years old. Ashley was born in 

England. Her parents were from Nigeria, and Ashley described herself as a ‘bit of 

both’ of these nationalities. Ashley’s core group of close friends at school were all 

from African backgrounds, although to the best of my knowledge there were no 

contributing reasons for this, such as their parents being friends. Ashley spoke 

English at home while her parents spoke Yoruba and English. Ashley was keen to 

learn Yoruba so that she could understand what her parents were discussing. Her 

grandparents spoke Yoruba to her parents and English to Ashley, adding to her sense 

of linguistic exclusion. When asked to complete a school project on ‘her culture’ she 

chose Nigeria as she felt it to have ‘a lot more culture than England’ (Ashley’s 

journal, 26/12/11). 

 

Ashley had a busy after-school schedule of music and sporting activities. She enjoyed 

the opportunity to relax at weekends with television, funny YouTube videos, and 

favourite Internet websites. One of these was Jacqueline Wilson’s website, 

particularly the journal writing space that it offered. Ashley had a richly literate life. 
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She used the computer for Skyping with her cousin, and creative activities such as 

designing and printing invitations for her birthday party. She enjoyed reading Enid 

Blyton, Roald Dahl and other popular English authors. She was the proud author of a 

200-page story, typed onto Microsoft Word on the laptop she shared with her sister, 

and later published and bound. She also started a Grade level magazine with her 

friends using Microsoft Publisher. 

 

Image 3*: Extract from Ashley's Journal 

In this extract, Ashley writes about the latest (3rd) edition of her magazine. Perhaps 

influenced by popular media, the girls writing the magazine have created a section 

entitled P.E. (Physical Education) Paparazzi. Ashley also discusses her preference for 

creating the magazine using the Publisher program. As this was not available on the 

school’s computers, and the girls wished to work on the magazine together, they had 

to use a less sophisticated application.  

 

Bethany was born in the United States but considered herself to be ‘half and half’ 

Austrian and American, because her mother (and her sister) had been born in Austria, 
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while her father had been born in the USA. Both girls were bilingual, although her 

parents mostly spoke English together. Bethany turned nine during the school year 

and was in Grade 3. I did not know Bethany prior to the data collection period, but 

knew her sister who was two years older. The family had made frequent moves and 

were due to leave the country in which the research was undertaken at the end of the 

school year. Bethany did not wish to speak about this. I interviewed Bethany’s mother 

as a part of the data collection process and she spoke positively of the possibilities 

that moving offered to present oneself to a new community as a slightly different 

person. 

 

Bethany enjoyed imaginative play with her elder sister using their American Girl 

dolls as props. These dolls are designed to represent girls from a range of cultural and 

historical backgrounds. The photograph below was taken in an American Girl shop in 

New York City, and gives some indication of the (minimal) differences in the 

appearance of these dolls.   

 

Image 4: American Girl Dolls 

Bethany and her sister both owned two American Girl dolls each and Bethany spoke 
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of the way they would ‘pretend like they (the dolls) have problems or stuff like that in 

the game’ (Bethany 1st Interview). In nice weather they would move this play outside 

and utilise more active play narratives such as the dolls needing to collect firewood. 

Bethany appeared to consider that these dolls had a particular status because of their 

branding, and was proud that she had the dog and horse ‘accessories’ for one of her 

dolls. Bethany also enjoyed reading, naming a British series of books about a unicorn 

as a favourite. Her mixed language background seemed evident in her popular culture 

preferences, as she also named an Austrian film about a witch as a favourite film, 

along with a number of German television programmes. She also listed the Harry 

Potter films and books as favourites (although these books would probably have been 

challenging reads for her).  

 

Caitlyn continually referred to herself as ‘weird’ during our conversations. She turned 

twelve in October, and was in Grade 6. She had been a participant in the after-school 

computer club I had run three years earlier. She was born in Australia, as were the rest 

of her family. Her father was a scientist working for a UN affiliated organisation and 

her mother was embarking on a university course and planning a change of career 

after a number of years as a fulltime at-home parent. Caitlyn had one elder sister and 

Caitlyn reported that they were often in conflict because of the cramped shared space 

of their bedroom, and the need to negotiate the sharing of ‘things’, such as the family 

computer.  

 

Caitlyn enjoyed a wide range of creative endeavours in her free time. On the 

weekends she attended a Saturday morning activity called Showtime, which 

comprised one hour of dancing, one hour of singing and one hour of acting class. The 
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following image is a photograph of a sculpture that Caitlyn made from clay inspired 

by the Ottawa Town Hall, after she saw a photograph of it on the Internet.  

 

Image 5: Caitlyn's Sculpture 

Caitlyn particularly enjoyed writing narratives in her spare time. At the start of the 

year she mostly wrote as a part of collaborative writing groups on Shelfari (n.d.), as 

will be discussed in the following chapters. She thought often and deeply about the 

characters she created, noting about one of them: 

Excerpt from Caitlyn’s 1st Interview (at approx. 16 mins.) 

I didn’t actually put much information about her, so most people didn’t know much 

about her, but I like, imagined what she looked like and who she was in my head. It 

was…fun. 

By the end of the research year Caitlyn was rarely posting on Shelfari and had turned 

to a fanfiction site where she was hoping to attract a larger audience for her writing. 

On fanfiction sites, Caitlyn’s narratives involved characters from her favourite 
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television programmes, such as Grey’s Anatomy. Caitlyn spoke about becoming a 

little obsessed with her favourite television shows and thinking about them constantly.  

 

Caroline turned eleven during the research year and was in Grade 5. I had previously 

been her class teacher. Caroline was the only Grade 5 girl fully involved in this 

research, although two other girls joined the Grade 5 computer clubs. Caroline’s 

mother was an American teacher and her father was a locally-born journalist. 

Caroline’s favourite hobby was horse riding. She also listed playing outside and 

playing in her room as things she liked to do.  

 

Caroline had joined the school two years earlier with her two elder sisters. Her 

mother, a teacher, was returning to the school after a long absence. (Zilber (2009) has 

specifically investigated the children of educators in International Schools, noting that 

as the number of International Schools grows, the numbers of these children are also 

growing.) Her mother had been concerned about Caroline fitting in socially, and so 

had contacted me before the school year commenced, requesting that I set up a 

meeting for Caroline with some of the other girls who would be in her class. When 

Caroline’s mother discovered that that a senior staff member had a daughter of the 

same age in the school, Caroline’s mother actively encouraged these girls to become 

friends by setting up recurring social events out of school, most successfully by 

joining the girls in a horse-riding class together. Two years later this friendship was 

central to Caroline’s social life.  

 

Conor was eleven and was in the same Grade 5 class as Caroline. He had one sister 

who was two years older, but Conor mostly spoke about their relationship in negative 
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terms. However, he spoke frequently about his love for his parents, particularly his 

father, with whom he played a lot of computer games and shared an interest in go-kart 

racing. Conor’s father was from New Zealand and his mother had been born in 

France. The following image shows a self-portrait of Conor drawn as a part of his 

work for the Grade 5 Exhibition, the final process of the IB Primary Years 

Programme. In this image, Conor defines himself by his gaming activity. 

 

Image 6: Conor's Self-Portrait 

The family spoke English at home and had previously lived in Australia and USA. 

Conor’s family was planning to move back to Australia six months after the research 

finished, and what this would be like was a topic of conversation that Conor 

continually returned to.  

 

Conor played touch rugby after school, and was the only male member of the weekly 

lunchtime knitting class. Conor did not feel that he had any friends at school and 

spoke about being bullied. I observed this happening in his classroom on one occasion 

when he was seated with two other boys who sniggered in response to any 

contribution Conor made to the conversation. I also observed that Conor rarely 

attempted to integrate with the other boys in the Grade 5 computer club, even when 
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only the quieter boys were present. Conor spoke about feeling like an odd one out at 

school, although he also claimed that he didn’t ‘like to stay on the path’ (Conor, 2nd 

interview). However, he made an effort to dress in a way that he perceived was in 

keeping with others. He considered that ‘fashion’ was the thing that most mattered to 

the boys at school and he saw this as being the key to fitting in. Conor was the only 

child to initiate email contact with me after the research gathering process finished. I 

sensed that he was looking for friendship with adults rather than children because he 

found it easier.  

 

Dusan was born in Canada and had no siblings. He had previously lived in Canada 

and USA and had moved to the country in which the research was undertaken due to 

his father’s employment. His parents were both born in Serbia, and the family spoke 

Serbian at home. They often visited relatives in Serbia, which Dusan spoke about in a 

very positive manner:  

Dusan chat 17/04/12 

Well this village where my Grandpa lives, it’s really fun cause there’s these really 

friendly kids that I play with. And in the house, he, my Grandpa, every year he builds 

me something new. Like he built me a tree house, a soccer field, a basketball hoop. 

Yeah, a lot of sports stuff.  

During the subsequent discussion, Dusan said that Serbia ‘kind of’ felt like home, and 

that he liked it because ‘(i)t feels different, that everybody’s maybe like, they’re all 

friends and we’re kind of … It’s like a really nice atmosphere’. When I questioned 

him as to whether he would like to live there he was however uncertain, unclear about 

whether he would want to chose this environment, and dismissing it as a place where 

a professional basketball player, his intended profession, could live.  

 



 

 136 

Dusan was ten years old and in Grade 5 during the data gathering process. His class 

teacher considered Dusan a complex and somewhat ‘troublesome’ student because he 

was often in conflict with other children in the class. Dusan described school as 

‘stressful’ in his second interview. He was a very competent reader who enjoyed 

fiction. After school he did his homework, read and sometimes played outside. On the 

weekend this list was expanded with the addition of television viewing and computer 

play.  

 

Edward was twelve years old at the start of the research gathering and was in Grade 6. 

I had previously been his class teacher. He was the youngest of three sons and looked 

up to his elder brothers. His parents were separated and the three boys lived with their 

mother. A close extended-family bond was active and important in Edward’s life. 

Edward’s mother travelled frequently for her work, although usually for short periods 

of time. The boys had a male live-in caregiver for a number of years but since Edward 

moved into the secondary school the caregiver was no longer employed. (The eldest 

son was eighteen.) Edward had a high degree of self-discipline and did his homework 

first when he arrived home to get it out of the way, leaving his play and relaxing until 

afterwards. (He saw this as a choice he was free to make.)  

 

Edward enjoyed watching television. His favourite programme was the American 

television series The Simpsons, although his pencil case (shown below) was from the 

British television show Top Gear. Edward was also very fond of cats and drawing 

cats, and enjoyed websites such as icanhas.cheezburger.com, which superimposes 

written commentary on photographs of cats.  
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Image 7: Edward's Pencil Case 

Although popular amongst his peers, Edward appeared to set himself a little apart 

from some of his year group. For example, he was wary of Facebook, which was very 

popular amongst the Grade 6 group, as will be discussed in a subsequent chapter. 

During conversations with Edward, I noted that when he hesitated while getting his 

thoughts together, he uses terms like ‘err’, rather than ‘like’, the American-influenced 

‘valley speak’ commonly used by other students. There was also a tendency for him 

to shape the answer to my questions into short, neat narratives, by comparison with 

the muddy, unformed thoughts that were often shared by other students.  

 

Hallie was a Grade 4 participant, and turned ten years old during the school year. She 

was part of a large, easygoing, girls’ social circle within her class and was an avid and 

competitive Mathletics player. Hallie attended the Grade 4 computer club and always 

sat with two friends. These girls all enjoyed reading the Warrior Cats series of books 

and mostly played on its accompanying website during computer club. Hallie also 

attended knitting club and choir, enjoyed playing handball in the playground, and on 

weekends played a beginner version of rugby. In the following photograph of a letter 

to her parents taken from her school portfolio, Hallie lists her favourite at-home 

activities as reading and thinking. 
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Image 8*: Extract from Hallie's School Portfolio 

Hallie spoke of some conflicts with her elder brother Ryan, but mostly she seemed to 

have a close family life, as perhaps indicated by the loving tone of the letter above. 

Hallie’s family was a sociable unit, with a wide circle of friends in the school 

community, mostly drawn from fellow American families. Hallie’s family hosted a 

large Thanksgiving celebration each year, and shared skiing trips and other events 

with families from their social network. Hallie’s mother was a volunteer at many 

school events, and during the course of the school year became President of the Parent 

Teacher Association. The family also kept in contact with extended family members 

and visited them once a year when they returned to USA during the summer vacation.  
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Lauren was in Grade 6 and turned 12 years old in January, halfway through the 

school year. Her family came from USA and were planning to become a transnational 

family at the end of the school year, the father remaining, while the rest of the family 

moved back to the USA so that Lauren’s mother could recommence her career. 

Lauren had been a participant in the Grade 3 computer club I had run three years 

earlier so we had a pre-existing relationship. Lauren was interested in learning for its 

own sake, not limited to being successful at school. Her Geography teacher described 

her as precocious. In class observations it was evident that Lauren was often chastised 

for idle chatting in class. 

 

Lauren had many friends and was interested in other people, as is perhaps illustrated 

by her pencil case, which was covered in autographs. 

 

Image 9: Lauren's Pencil Case 

A lot of Lauren’s social endeavours involved defending other students who had 

acquired negative social reputations. She had a firm idea of the different social 

groupings, or factions, within Grade 6, and talked about the existence of cool social 

strata. She spoke of her own personal need to accommodate this, and was a keen 

observer of socially acceptable ways of doing and being. For example, she enjoyed 
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playing games on the computer, but spoke of ceasing this activity when it became 

associated with an uncool group in her year level.  

 

Lihua was nine years old and celebrated her tenth birthday late into the school year, 

making her one of the younger members of her class. She was new to the school at the 

start of the year, having recently arrived with her parents and younger sister, who was 

also a participant in the research. Her parents had been born in China, and had moved 

to the United Kingdom when Lihua’s father undertook postgraduate studies at 

Cambridge University where Lihua was born. Later the family relocated to Glasgow. 

Lihua’s parents had decided that English should be their daughters’ principal 

language. Chinese was sometimes spoken in the home, and while Lihua could speak 

some Chinese she had very limited Chinese reading and writing skills. Lihua spent a 

lot of her free time playing with her younger sister, a bond encouraged by their 

mother. Lihua was in Grade 4, in the same school class and social group as Hallie. 

Rather than one close friend, in her first months at school, Lihua developed many 

friendships in this easy social group.  

 

Lihua had many interests, but particularly enjoyed reading novels. She also enjoyed 

time playing on the computer. One of her favourite Internet worlds was Disney’s Club 

Penguin. The following image is a screenshot of Lihua’s igloo (home) in Club 

Penguin.  
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Image 10: Lihua's Club Penguin Igloo 

Lihua invested time and virtual money into the decoration of her igloo, adding both 

house ‘stuff’, a chest of drawers, curtain, lamp and wall decorations – as well as 

adding items to ensure her virtual pets’ (Puffles) comfort and enjoyment, pet beds, an 

exercise wheel, climbing tower and small pond. This website had been a favourite 

play space in her previous life in Glasgow, and re-establishing regular playtimes in 

this familiar world appeared to be a pressing need for Lihua after the family relocated, 

as will be discussed in the next chapters. 

 

Lucy was Lihua’s younger sister. In her first interview, Lucy stated that she did not 

like her new country because the family had previously lived in a house with a large 

garden, but were now living in an apartment and thus had more limited outside play 

opportunities. Like her sister, Lucy spoke English and Chinese, but Lucy could not 

read or write in Chinese. Lucy was young for her Grade 3 year. Her parents had 

requested that she be placed in a higher grade than her birth year would indicate. Lucy 

sometimes displayed a knowingness that escaped her Grade 3 classmates, such as in 

an exchange I overheard when she compared her work to fellow participant and 

classmate Will’s stating, ‘I wrote down deforestation and you wrote cutting down 
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trees. There we go. Hmmph (laughs to herself)’ (Class observation, 24/02/12). 

Nonetheless, Lucy earned respect from other children as an ‘expert’ with technology 

and was often asked by children to assist them in this area. 

 

Lucy’s favourite Internet world was Club Penguin. She often wrote about Club 

Penguin in her journal, or more often drew Club Penguin characters. She also wrote a 

total of three Club Penguin quizzes in her journal, each having multiple questions and 

tasks spread across many pages. The following example shows the second question 

from quiz two: 

 

Image 11: Extract from Lucy's Journal 

Lucy did not enjoy reading fiction. However, she did own a hard cover print form of a 

Club Penguin Annual that she brought to school. It was clearly a prized possession.  

 

Miles was in Grade 3 and turned nine during the school year. He was the eldest of 

three sons. Both his parents were born in Germany and German was spoken in his 

home. Sometimes in our conversations Miles substituted a German word for an 

English word without seeming to realise. Miles could also read and write in German. 
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The family frequently visited the boys’ grandparents in Germany. Miles said that he 

‘felt’ like he was German. Miles participated in a wide range of out-of-school 

experiences, enjoyed playing with Lego, and outside activities like bike-riding and 

ball sports. Miles had little access to a computer at home; there was one computer in 

the family room for the children’s use but his parents were reluctant to allow the 

children much time for it.  

 

In an early conversation Miles identified a friend by the friend’s possessions, listing 

firstly that he had a Nintendo, and then later adding that he also had a hamster and a 

fish. It seemed that Miles found digital play and digital artefacts desirable. As a part 

of the data gathering process I interviewed Miles’ father. While positioning himself as 

an up-to-date technology user, Miles’ father spoke about what he considered were the 

negative aspects of Internet use, deriding those who ‘waste your time looking up 

useless information or chatting’. 

 
Rania was nine years old and in the same Grade 4 class as Aamina, Amy and Ashley. 

She had a sixteen-year-old sister. All members of the family had been born in 

Bangladesh and practised Islam. During a conversation about books, Rania spoke 

about the Koran, stating that ‘(a)ctually I can read it (responding to my enquiry about 

managing the language) but I don’t understand cause I’m not Arabic-ish’ (Rania 2nd 

Interview). While the majority of Bengali citizens are Muslim, for Rania it seemed 

that Islam was not quite a cultural fit.  

 

In the first five months of the project, Rania mostly wrote descriptive reports about 

computer games in her journal. Then, from February onwards, her contributions 

changed. Firstly she wrote two poems, then a short guide ‘how to have a friend’, and 
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then a table linking colours to feelings. Even in her early descriptive reports however, 

aspects of Rania’s views of the world were evident. 

 

Image 12*: Extract from Rania's Journal 

This journal entry records Rania playing on an online Memory game, and then 

‘realising’ that the game ‘was for boys’. For Rania the world was a distinctly 

gendered place, and not only did Rania comply with the gendered expectations she 

perceived, she appeared to become agitated when others did not seem to do the same.  

 

Ryan was eleven years old at the start of the year, and was in Grade 6. He is the 

brother of Grade 4 student Hallie, who was also involved with the research. (His 

family was American.) Ryan’s Humanities teacher considered that Ryan was perhaps 

the most intelligent boy in his class. Notwithstanding this, both of Ryan’s parents, and 

his Humanities teacher, spoke to me of Ryan’s tendency towards unreliability with his 

school homework and other obligations. For example, Ryan’s father telephoned me to 

ensure Ryan had arrived for his first interview because he didn’t consider him 
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dependable. Ryan lost his journal early into the year, I therefore only have two images 

taken from this data source.   

 

 

Image 13: Ryan's Pencil Case 

Ryan’s pencil case was a plain, practical item, and therefore seemed to be different 

from other student pencil cases in his grade, due to the absence of displays of logos 

and friendship tags. (Pencil cases belonging to other Grade 6 students, Edward and 

Lauren are displayed earlier in this chapter.)  

 

Ryan was a part of the Grade 6 computer club. One of the things that I noted during 

this time was the extraordinarily meticulousness he applied to constructing animations 

using the Stykz application. Ryan spent a lot of time on Minecraft, which he enjoyed 

for the range of activities it offered, noting:  

Ryan chat 15/12/12 

there’s a lot of things, there’s like strategy games, there’s like build a tower, build a 

fortress, build a  - in Minecraft you can build whatever you want. You can build a giant 

tree, a giant flying castle, which can take a very, very long time to make. It’s time-

consuming but it’s fun.  
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Ryan enjoyed a wide range of reading and was amused that he was allowed to read on 

the family’s e-book device during periods of screen-time restriction in his home.  

 

Tristan turned nine early in the school year. Both of his parents were German. He was 

in the same Grade 3 class as Miles and Bethany. He was interested in playing digital 

games with his friends as well as biking and other outdoor pursuits. He enjoyed 

fishing with his grandfather and shared an interest in football with his father. Tristan 

was born in Germany but the family had moved to USA when he was a baby and had 

lived there for six years before arriving in the European city in which this research 

was undertaken. Tristan strongly identified himself as German, despite having limited 

reading and writing ability in German and having done all his schooling in English. 

German was spoken in his home. 

 

During our first interview Tristan asked me whether I thought it would be appropriate 

for him to ask for an iPhone for his birthday, or whether nine was too young. In the 

following image from Tristan’s journal, it is possible to see the many ways 

technology featured in his home life. 
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Image 14*: Extract from Tristan's Journal 

In this entry, Tristan lists a range of different recreational pastimes enjoyed during his 

week. These include playing in the Internet world of Moshi Monsters (n.d.) where he 

has a new ‘pet’ and choosing to buy a film with a Christmas gift-card (a frequent form 

of gift for children who are physically displaced from their extended family), which 

Tristan downloads from the Internet. He also views other favourite films on his 

father’s iPad. Finally, he records a playful use of his mother’s iPhone, utilising its Siri 

voice command to enquire about the weather. (The final sentence is completed on the 

next page of the journal.)  

 

Tyler was eleven years old at the start of the school year and was in Grade 6. He was 

born in America, as was his elder brother and his parents. English was spoken in his 

home. Tyler and I had a pre-existing relationship as I had been Tyler’s class teacher 

three years earlier, and had also taught his brother. Both boys had poor concentration 

skills and multiple learning difficulties. This was their seventh year at the school. The 

family were due to return to America at the end of the school year, which was of great 
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concern to Tyler’s mother, who thought the International School offered her sons a 

level of extra support that would not be found in the American state school system.  

 

Tyler enjoyed playing with his dog, watching television and playing games on the 

computer and the Wii. In the following extract from Tyler’s journal, he writes about 

two play sessions on Minecraft: 

 

Image 15*: Extract from Tyler's Journal 

In the first entry above, Tyler describes building a roller coaster that ends with a pool 

of lava so that if anyone else plays on it ‘they will be dead’. In the second entry Tyler 

writes of building a statue of his brother wearing diamond armour and holding a 

diamond sword and a shotgun. These entries show that Tyler finds pleasure with 

creative tasks in the Minecraft space. They also are an example of Tyler’s tendency to 

foreground violence as a component of his interests and ‘who he was’. He appeared to 

seek out violent games, and invented his own violent storylines when none existed. 



 

 149 

Nonetheless, expressing similar feelings to Conor, Caitlyn, and Dusan, Tyler found 

bloody images unpleasant to view.  

 

Will was born in England, as were his parents. The family spoke English at home. He 

had lived in the country in which the research was undertaken for six years. Will was 

in Grade 3, in the same class as Lucy, and turned nine during the school year. He had 

an eighteen-month old sister. Will enjoyed football (soccer) and on Saturdays 

attended an English language football club that was very popular amongst the English 

families living in the city. Will also enjoyed playing games on his Wii and his 

Nintendo DS, the family computer, and his mother’s iPhone. 

 

 

Image 16: Extract from Will's Journal 

In this example from his journal, Will writes of Skylanders, which was new to the 

market at this time. Will’s desire to own this new toy is documented in the next 

chapter. When discussing his play, Will frequently mentioned well-known popular 

culture ‘brands’, Transformers, Angry Birds, Super Mario, Harry Potter etc. He 

seemed to be aware of popular culture trends and wished to share this awareness with 
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me. When I questioned Will about playing on Club Penguin he immediately spoke of 

Club Penguin in monetary terms, telling me that he had bought a membership, and 

discussing the various rates and time periods on offer for memberships. When I 

suggested that it was possible to play on the site without buying a membership, Will 

replied, ‘no I don’t think so’ (Will 1st Interview). The many other children in the 

group who played Club Penguin all spoke of the content, such as characters or games 

in the first instance. Will’s response was notably different. 

   

5.2 SUMMARY 

The profiles in this chapter, written in English and expressed in narrative-style 

writing, draw from the children’s discussions with me. Some children might have 

provided useful data about some areas of interest in the research, for example I was 

interested in discussing with Amy her perspectives on being a second generation 

TCK, and about language use in her home. But Amy had other concerns she wished to 

discuss, principally centred on the negotiation of gender. In keeping with the spirit of 

Amy as an agential participant, not someone I was ‘doing research on’, I therefore 

followed her lead. 

 

To reiterate, this chapter is presented within the understanding that multiple, 

intersecting and overlaid subjectivities operate at any time within personal narratives 

and that multiple perspectives might be found in their analysis. These profiles do not 

only rely on narrative though, and it is hoped that the inclusion of images, which also 

constitute a component of the data, assists to build a more complex introduction to the 

‘cases’ in this research. It is intended that this chapter provide a starting point and 

reference for all the children who participated in this research, whatever extent they 
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are referred to in the following writing. While I didn’t deny any children the chance to 

be participants if they so wished, I have made the decisions about how the participants 

have been written about in this chapter and those that follow. Examples have been 

chosen with the aim of providing a diversity of views with relation to the three 

clusters of ideas. This has resulted in an uneven spread of ‘cases’ across the 

subsequent chapters. Additionally, in some instances other children who attended the 

computer clubs are also discussed in the following chapters. An initial rather than a 

name is used to distinguish these children.  
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CHAPTER 6 TECHNOLOGY 

Technology is broadly defined in this study as man-made tools designed to assist the 

process of living. This chapter, which is based on a cluster of ideas around 

technologies, principally draws upon data generated about the children’s experiences 

with the computer and the Internet.  

 

As Western history has developed, certain innovative technologies have been 

considered to be exceptionally significant for their role in altering the manner of 

living for large numbers of people. Included in such notable technologies are the 

twentieth century developments of the computer and the Internet. These two 

inventions have had major impact on communication, and the spread of knowledge. 

Changes in the speed and efficiency of communication across distance have resulted 

in a notable transformation in the lived experience of globally mobile families. The 

considerable impact digital technologies have had on play practices, and formal and 

informal educational practices have also altered the experiences of being a TCK, (as 

they have for other young and not so young people). Pollock and van Reken sought to 

address this issue to some extent in the 2009 revised edition of their book about the 

TCK experience. This dissertation builds from their work and further develops this 

area of focus. It is within the three interconnected areas of communication, play, and 

education, that the contemporary technologies of the computer and the Internet show 

the greatest impact in the lives of these children. 

 

This chapter utilises the four propositions of the (im)materiality framework as 

analytical resources to consider how the participants use and experience technologies 

in their personal lives. The chapter begins with a focus on play. This is the longest 
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section within the chapter, highlighting the value the children gave to computers and 

the Internet in their play lives, for sheer escapist pleasure, for its potential for 

providing social play opportunities, and for playful learning. In the second section of 

the chapter, the use of technology at the research site is considered. This section looks 

at aspects of how the school as a whole institution managed its use of technologies, 

both at the level of individual teachers’ practices and via broad school policy, to 

consider the trickle down factor of these practices for the children’s experiences. The 

final section of the chapter explores the intersections of technologies and family life. 

This includes considering the actions and positions of the children’s parents towards 

technologies and their affordances, and the ways in which these positions are enacted 

within the family and thereby impacted on the children. The chapter concludes with 

an exploration of the intersections of home, technologies and sibling relationships, 

followed by a series of graphic images that summarise some of the main points that 

are raised in the chapter.  

 

6.1 TECHNOLOGY IN PLAY AND SOCIAL LIVES  

The ways in which the children integrated technologies into their play lives differed 

widely. Play that was observed or discussed by the children included building virtual 

worlds to escape virtual monsters, tending virtual pets in virtual worlds, and a range of 

games to be played with friends, strangers or against an immaterial other lurking 

within an Internet world. Included in this section are examples of children using 

technologies for more explicit social interaction, such as connecting with others 

through the social network site, Facebook. The use of Facebook by the children in this 

project is framed as play, in keeping with the other examples in this section. This 

framing is not intended to diminish the importance of Facebook as a social 
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communication site for some of the participants, but hopefully serves to highlight the 

novelty of this Internet space for the few children in the group whose parents 

permitted them to have accounts. This section begins with a subsection focused on 

individual play, followed by two subsections on more social play. These categories are 

not fully mutually exclusive, and their content intermingles in various ways.  

 

6.1.1 Individual Play 

The children discussed a wide-range of play habits and preferences, as might be 

expected from any sample of children. The computer and the Internet were an 

important presence in this play, the Internet particularly factoring into many, but not 

all, of our discussions about play. The Internet hosts huge numbers of virtual play 

spaces, often linked to wider media franchises, with either the virtual play space 

carrying out into other forms of stuff, like films and toys, or, successful toys, 

‘characters’, and other stuff, becoming remediated into virtual play spaces (Pidd, 

2007). While new Internet worlds proliferate, some older toy franchises, such as 

Lego, have managed to transition successfully into new play worlds (Black et al. 

2013; Marsh, 2015). Will often played on the Lego Internet site, using it as a trigger 

to indulge in the kind of imaginative play that he enjoyed most. Will spent much more 

time in Lego’s virtual worlds than sitting with Lego blocks in his hands, the 

traditional form of Lego play. This was a direct contrast to the play of Alexander, who 

reported having ‘like 10,000 pieces’ of Lego and often playing with them (Alexander 

1st Interview). While Alexander’s episodes of play commenced with tactile building 

work, they often ended up as shared imaginative play with his (younger) brother, co-

constructing ‘cops and robbers’ narratives using the things Alexander had built. A 

third child, Tristan, enjoyed both play with Lego blocks, and, playing games on the 
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Lego website but, unlike Will and Alexander, Tristan was keen not to be linked with 

the subjectivity of a ‘Lego gamer’, (as will be discussed elsewhere).  

 

This section on individual play mainly focuses on imaginative play, although that 

does not imply that this was the only kind of play carried out alone, nor that 

imaginative play was restricted to play carried out alone, in fact shared imaginative 

play was reported more frequently. Whether that was simply because shared play was 

more memorable is unclear. I discussed and/or observed individual imaginative play 

with a number of students. Sometimes there were subtle differences between similar 

kinds of play, as in the cases of Will and Tyler. Proposition 4 from the 

(im)materialities framework, ‘meaning-making is embodied’ is useful for thinking 

about these boys’ experiences. For Will, imaginative play was the major joy of his 

out-of-school hours, and he enjoyed discussing this play, an activity that was in itself 

playful.  

Excerpt from Will’s 1st Interview (at approx. 7 mins.) 

W. My favourite transformer is a transformer called Killer.      

J. Why’s he your favourite transformer? 

W. One of the attacks he can use is he can transform into a monster with swords all 

around his body. And I love swords. And he can like spin around and then, and it can 

like umm defeat all the people like choal, choal choal (makes sound effect) and he can 

also breathe fire from his mouth.  

In this example, Will’s conversation became playful as he performed his description 

of his toys in a richly dramatic manner. I also observed Tyler recounting his play in 

this kind of dramatic narrative to another boy during one computer club. 
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Grade 6 Computer Club, 9 November 2011  

(Tyler is playing chess on the computer when Ryan enters the room.)   

T. Hi Ryan! I’m going to play chess against me. I’m going to kill the blacks. Look, I’m 

going to kill the blacks. I’m controlling them. I’m controlling all of them. 

R. You’re trying to kill yourself? 

T. Yeah. I’m trying to kill mine. (Using a different voice & making sound effects) Die 

you crazy blacks. Look at those guys there. They are all so going to die.  

In this observation, which was also recorded on tape, Tyler seems to slip in and out of 

his imaginary world and back into his face-to-face conversation with Ryan. Within 

this literacy event, shifts in embodiment might be thought of as having occurred, in 

which in one moment, Tyler is a young man addressing a potential friend and seeking 

his companionship and in the next Tyler is a player/performer, enacting a controlling, 

violent episode (and using language which sent up alerts about the commonality of 

racial stereotyping in games, and seemed particularly incompatible with an 

International School environment). Tyler enjoyed immersing in individual 

imaginative play, and particularly sought out fighting games as a vehicle for this. In 

their absence, Tyler took imaginative leaps to adapt less obviously combative games 

to suit his preference. Tyler also spoke of enjoying viewing fighting scenes in films 

and other media, and, on one occasion I observed a physical fight that bordered 

between play and aggression between Tyler and his elder brother.  

 

While Will seemed to also actively live out his play, his play appeared to be more 

theatrical than Tyler’s. Unlike Tyler, Will also often appeared to show a gentle side of 

himself, such as when he spoke of playing with his baby sister. In our discussions 

Will appeared to slide in and out of embodied versions of his toy ‘texts’ and into more 

abstractly constructed thought.  
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Excerpt from Will’s 2nd Interview (at approx. 18 mins)  

J. Well, what about your other games you play for fun. Do you think they also have 

messages? 

W. Skylander I play a bit everyday and (…) it teaches you how to fight, yeah. But 

sometimes I just play games because I have a whole box of swords and fighting stuff. 

And every day I practise sword fighting and that tells you how to fight. (Uses gravelly 

voice and addresses me with the comment) You’re in danger.  

Will begins by answering my question in a factual way. Then, it seemed as if the 

words fight and fighting triggered a shift in his thought processes and attendant self-

expression. (‘It teaches you how to fight, yeah.’) The animated delivery of this 

comment, with its emphasis on the punctuating word ‘yeah’, began a shift in this 

literacy event. In his next sentence, rather than discussing his digital game, Will 

pursues the theme of fighting, transferring his recount of daily play experiences to his 

role-play props; crossing play mediums seamlessly in his own imagination and 

embodied memories. By the end of the dialogue Will has immersed himself fully into 

another world, becoming the character of a dangerous opponent and placing me 

within the magic circle of his game with the warning – ‘You’re in danger’.   

 

Will was interested in a number of different franchises of toys, yet his play across all 

the different character groups was similarly embodied, narrative based and fantastical. 

During the year, a relatively new toy, Skylanders, became an object of desire, and 

eventually a favourite source for his imaginative play.  

Excerpt from Will’s 2nd Interview (at approx. 4 mins) 

W. I like to play. I showed you about Skylanders in my book and I always play that. 

And you know what? I’m waiting to receive a package of a Skylander figure. I think 

it’s the most newly released Skylander figure. 
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J. Does it move or is it just fixed? 

W. No it doesn’t move, but you put it on the Pool of Power. (…) And then it comes on 

the Wii and appears on the TV. I’m getting Skanders and I wanted Skanders my whole 

life. First, the first time that I discovered Skanders was at my friend’s house cause my 

friend was playing it and I fell madly in love with Skanders.  

Skylanders (condensed to Skanders) is a mixed media digital game in which a plastic 

superhero doll connects to a platform such as Wii or Nintendo DS (via an additional 

transformer), to instigate an onscreen avatar version of the same character, which then 

becomes the key character in an adventure game. Will used highly emotive language, 

with accompanying dramatic body gesturing, to describe his desire for this new toy, a 

thing he ‘fell madly in love with’ and wanted ‘his whole life’. This conversation took 

place about 6 months after the initial release date of the first Skylanders game. In 

Will’s perception, with his deep want to acquire this toy, this was a very long time.  

 

Will had difficulty in explaining to me the technological aspects of how his new toy 

worked, and instead relied on an imaginative concept of ‘magic’ as a way to explain 

its affordances, an explanation comfortably in keeping with the ways in which Will 

enjoyed his Skylander play.  

Excerpt from Will’s 2nd Interview (at approx. 6 mins) 

W. It just seems really well organised. I can’t believe it. You just need this big, you get 

this big Portal of Power and you just put Skander up there and umm, and you, and just, 

you can just, it just appears on the screen. But there’s just one thing you need, I think 

the only thing, is a little thing that, like this small, you plug it into the Wii thing where 

you put the Wii discs in, you put it in and it just magically appears as Skylanders. That 

little thing makes Skylanders. Just that little thing. 
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In this conversation Will smoothly transitions his imaginative narrative rooted in the 

Skylanders world across the material and immaterial mediums that facilitate it. He has 

no need to explain or understand the stuff of his doll, and he already has experience 

with screens and accepts the images he sees on them as ‘real’. He plasters over the 

confusing gaps in his understanding, how the one links to the other, by means of an 

explanation which is half practical, linking touchable things and the ways they must 

be used, and half fantastical, ‘it just magically appears as Skylanders’.  

 

While Tyler’s play seems directly linked to power-full subjectivities, “I’m going to 

kill the blacks. (…) I’m controlling them. I’m controlling all of them”, Will’s play 

might be seen as being em-powered in a different way. Will easily slips into 

imaginative play and enjoys his toys for this reason; they are portals that power him 

into his own personal imaginative worlds. They ‘switch on’ Will’s imagination and 

this enables Will to ‘feel’ powerful. The embodiment of his play literacies is so all 

encompassing as to invoke an illusion of invincibility: 

Excerpt from Will’s 1st Interview (at approx. 8 mins) 

J. And how do you feel when you play this Transformer? 

W. Umm I feel like nobody can beat me because you can fight, you can fight. (…) 

There’s this one, (…) its like, its whole body is made of crystals, his whole body is 

made of crystals and it can shoot crystals from its everywhere. Even from its, even 

from its thing that dangles from the back of your throat. Yeah, and umm, and umm, the 

only thing that can defend (chooses this word carefully) the crystals is umm the 

fireball, but my Transformer can’t use the fireball. None of my Transformers can. 

J. Just tell me are these Transformers on a screen?  

W. Yes on a screen.           

(…)  
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J. Do you ever just play make-believe games? Pretend games.  

W. Mmm. Nup. We want to play real things.  

At the end of Will’s discussion of his Transformer, in which he again straddles our 

conversation with an embodied play experience, our conversation fully returns to a 

distanced account of his play experience. While my inclination is to describe the kind 

of play which Will enjoys with Skylanders and Transformers as a make-believe game, 

Will infers that for him, this kind of play is ‘real’. It may be that Will takes this 

position because his play is supported by the use of material toys and technologies, 

both of which he classifies as ‘real things’, things that he can see and manipulate.  

 

A quite different example of individual playful behaviour nested within the research 

when, Aamina (Grade 4) undertook a researcher role-play episode herself. Aamina’s 

research investigated whether ‘electronic’ (digital) games were more popular than 

‘costless’ (traditional) games. She commenced the report in her journal by writing her 

predictions and thoughts on the topic.  

 

Image 17*: Extract from Aamina's Journal 
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Aamina assumes that ‘electronic games’ will be more popular. This is because they 

are more fun, less boring and that ‘electronic’ games have ‘much more power(ful)’. 

Aamina’s opinion hints at the existence of ‘gaming capital’ amongst her peer group 

(Consalvo, 2007).  

 

As a researcher, Aamina undertook a survey of her friends, her family and her 

teachers, asking them which of the two classifications of games she has identified 

they preferred. She drew up a table clarifying her two game examples on a page of her 

journal, and then tallied people’s responses to her question, ‘Witch (sic) is best?’ 

 

Image 18*: Extract from Aamina's Journal (2) 

Aamina was very keen for me to be a part of her survey and mark her journal with my 

vote. (In the image my tick and initial can be faintly seen on the lower right hand 

side.) The make-believe and playful nature of this event was very evident to me at this 

moment, and it clearly seemed that within the rules of this game, as an adult, my role 

was to choose ‘costless games’. Drawing from Proposition 3, ‘literacies are 
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materialised in things’, this literacy-rich play event can be compared with Will’s 

imaginative play with toys (and the imaginative ‘puffle’ play of Lihua and Lucy 

discussed in a later section). In her play Aamina is both researcher and player-at-

researcher. Unlike the numerous toys and technological things that support Will’s 

play, the material object that has perhaps part-triggered Aamina’s play is the 

sophisticated looking journal that she, along with all participants, was given. With this 

one prop, Aamina has created her own world. (Thereby adding an example to her 

theories about the fun of ‘costless games’.) 

 

Aamina’s playful actions may signal the different kinds of discourses about 

technology that surround her at home and at school. Her choice of the label ‘costless 

games’ may also reflect the economic discrepancies within the school community. 

Whilst all students in the school would be classified as coming from socially 

advantaged families, there was a considerable range in affluence and, more so, 

attitudes towards wealth, resulting, in part, from the external communities from which 

the families were drawn. For example, Will, who appears to have a large store of up-

to-date play things, comes from a family which has moved due to his father’s 

employment by a multinational business. Aamina’s parents were employed by not-

for-profit intergovernmental agencies. While speculative, the positioning of these two 

children’s quite different play episodes against their different family situations, leads 

to questions about the influences of the discourses they encounter in their homes 

shaping the children’s expressions of play. Within the space of any International 

School classroom, a conglomerate of views and experiences are gathered together.   
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6.1.2 Social Play  

Grade 6 student Caitlyn had been a part of my Master’s research three years earlier. In 

those days Caitlyn’s online play was mostly focused on virtual doll dress-up sites with 

restricted game offerings. Flowing between online and offline play experiences, she 

dressed her toy dolls in the same manner as the avatars in the sites she played on, 

often in shared play experiences with her elder sister (Hannaford, 2012b). Three years 

later, Caitlyn spent many hours of her after school time writing collaborative role-play 

stories within a range of adventure genres on Shelfari. While Shelfari represented a 

change of space for Caitlyn’s Internet play, similarities can be drawn between these 

two activities, such as the imagining of other characters and their worlds, and the 

possibilities for sharing these playful experiences.  

 

From a spatial perspective, Shelfari can, like Facebook, be viewed a virtual space in 

which social meet-ups occur. Caitlyn had first started a Shelfari group to stay in 

contact with a school friend who had moved to another country. It was chosen as an 

alterative to Facebook, the more commonly used social networking platform amongst 

Caitlyn’s year group, because Caitlyn’s mother would not give Caitlyn permission to 

join Facebook until she turned 13, the official commencement age. Therefore Caitlyn 

spent a lot of time in a different social space from her school community, which may 

have had implications for her face-to-face social connectivity, and, incidentally 

introduced Caitlyn to a wider community than found within the spaces of her school.  

Excerpt from Caitlyn’s 1st Interview (at approx. 28 mins) 

C. Most of my friends don’t have Shelfari. There’s about, umm, 4 people I know who 

have Shelfari. 

J. Would you consider any of the people in your Shelfari groups, your role-play groups, 

would you consider them friends?   
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C. Yup. Some of them.   

Caitlyn only knew a few of the people she met up with in Shelfari; one girl who had 

been a third member of the friendship group with the friend who had moved, 

Caitlyn’s sister, and a boy from Caitlyn’s sister’s class. Caitlyn had not met most of 

the writers that eventually made up the groups she wrote with face-to-face; even so, 

she came to consider some of the people in the space as her friends. Developing 

relationships with ‘strangers’ online held an element of risk, and might be viewed as a 

little contradictory to her parents’ concern to place safe and suitable restrictions on 

Caitlyn’s online activities, as demonstrated by their Facebook controls.   

  

Caitlyn managed her communication with unknown participants in the Shelfari space 

by observing the thematic writing guidelines that bounded each different space (the 

group discussion thread). Because of this, Caitlyn considered that these online 

relationships did not encroach into her personal life.  

Excerpt from Caitlyn’s 1st Interview (at approx. 29 mins) 

J. And do you ever have (…) private conversations when you are not your character 

with those people? 

C. There are certain groups when it’s not role-playing, it’s just talking, but I don’t have 

many of those. Mostly I don’t talk to them. And when I do it’s still not quite the same 

as when I am talking to my friends.  

J. Umm, it’s not quite the same. So do you talk about different things? 

C. Well, like, cause most groups have a topic, so I talk about that. Like there’s one 

against animal cruelty, and there’s one about riding, and there’s all sorts of different 

groups, and in those I normally don’t post very often, but when I do I normally just join 

in on the conversation they’re having. I don’t say anything that I normally, umm, that I 

would say to my friends like. If we were having that conversation we would be 

speaking completely differently and saying completely different things.  
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At school, in a face-to-face setting, Caitlyn’s social interactions are performed in a 

‘completely’ different manner. Again drawing from an analytical perspective of 

embodiment (Proposition 4), at school Caitlyn’s friends witness and interact with her 

facial expressions and gestures, as well as the richly nuanced way she expresses 

herself through spoken communication (voice timbre and volume variation, pausing 

etc). On one occasion Caitlyn spoke about her perception that at school with her 

friends, however she acts and feels is intensified – if she is feeling ‘weird’ she will act 

‘extremely weird’, and if she is feeling ‘normal’ she will act ‘extremely normal’ 

(Caitlyn, 2nd Interview). Posting online gave Caitlyn an opportunity to interact 

socially in a different manner, seemingly with more opportunity to maintain control of 

the message she is delivering, especially outside of the narrative streams, in the spaces 

where other topics were debated.  

 

One incident seemed to suggest that this control of her ‘self’ on Shelfari was not 

always untroubled. This incident involved the very personal activity of choosing a 

new image to represent herself: 

 

Image 19: Caitlyn's Avatar 
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Caitlyn considered the image seen here (Image 19) as ‘awesome, and really cool’ 

(Caitlyn discussion 26/01/2012), and therefore chose it as her visual representation. 

However, it met with a strong, negative reaction by some of the ‘unknown’ friends of 

her Shelfari group.  

 

When I met with Caitlyn just after this event it was clear that she was eager to talk 

about something. She was physically displaying her agitation, which I first noticed 

through her jiggling leg and then her rapid speech. While Caitlyn wanted to represent 

herself with this ‘awesome, and really cool’ image, others told her the image 

disturbed them and she should change it. One group member wrote that the image 

made them want to ‘puke’. Caitlyn recorded this event in the fixed material space of 

her journal, a record that she mostly maintained as a simple log of her activities 

without any editorial comment. (She produced 38 pages of text in this way, and only 4 

pages have any kind of commentary.)  

 

Image 20*: Extract from Caitlyn's Journal 

The word ‘apparently’ in Caitlyn’s writing may indicate a disassociation with the 

comment, as well as a sense of disbelief. While Caitlyn’s journal represents her 

thoughts about this experience at one moment in time, while discussing it, the fluid 

ways in which she was actively re-negotiating her positioning were visible.   
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As she talked through this event, Caitlyn adjusted her body and gradually appeared to 

physically relax a little. In her speech, she began to detach herself from her agitation 

over the incident, becoming less emotional, and slipping into a more distanced 

position, reframing her narrative to say that she had just posted an image that she 

liked, and, that she did not consider it as a representation of herself. Finally, Caitlyn 

shifted to a completely distanced position, stating that others’ opinions of her were 

not of too much concern.  

Caitlyn discussion 26/01/2012 

C. I liked the picture because it’s awesome. (…) It’s really cool.  

J. Do you think about pictures and what you write as being a representation of you?  

C. Not so much. (…) They’re just things I think are cool.  

J. And you don’t get sensitive about other people making comments. 

C. Not so much.  

Perhaps because this image, which Caitlyn viewed as cool, was in some ways a 

representation of (her)self, the negative comments made by others in her affinity 

group (Gee, 2007) did appear to have (to some degree) been emotionally experienced. 

The visible intensity of Caitlyn’s agitation seemed to suggest that this was not ‘felt’ as 

merely a surface level dismissal of her taste and choices. However, the opportunity to 

discuss the incident seemed to provide a next-stage literacy event during which 

Caitlyn could consider her reactions and bolster her confidence in her right to post 

what she wanted in this shared social space. Shelfari therefore might be seen as 

providing a space in which Caitlyn could safely assert her ‘self’, and practice 

managing the repercussions of this.  

 

Fellow Grade 6 student Lauren lived quite a different digital life from Caitlyn. Lauren 

had also been involved in my earlier research project. She had been a skilled gamer in 
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Grade 3, but now had ‘grown-out-of’ such activities. She visited a small number of 

virtual spaces and of these, Facebook was the site that Lauren most often visited. 

Utilising Proposition 1, ‘relationships between the material and immaterial are 

relevant to how literacy is spatialised’, it is possible to consider the ways in which 

Lauren used this space to experience and to bridge multiple kinds of social 

connections, with implications for her real-life relationships.  

Excerpt from Lauren’s 1st Interview (at approx. 10 mins) 

J. So how much time do you spend on Facebook? 

L. Facebook? Not that much time actually. I’m not as fully obsessed with Facebook as 

other people. What I do, my daily routine on Facebook, flick through my notifications, 

see if someone has a birthday, read recent posts, chat to friends and then, then I’m 

done.  

In her interview, Lauren talked about spending 60 – 90 minutes each evening on this 

Facebook ‘routine’. While this was not an excessive amount of time in her perception, 

it was a concern for her mother. As perhaps an oblique way to manage her concerns, 

Lauren’s mother frequently ‘banned’ Lauren from time spent on Facebook, as a 

punishment for misdemeanours in the spaces of Lauren’s real-life worlds, such as 

arriving home late. Lauren’s mother and elder sister also maintained online 

surveillance of Lauren’s Facebook account.  

 

One reason Lauren valued Facebook was as a space where her current school social 

life continued to be enacted. Lauren also used the spaces of Facebook as sites in 

which to connect friends who had moved away from the school, with those newly 

enrolled. Lauren had a gregarious manner, and in the spaces of Facebook she also 

maintained, or even created, the social dramas that she appeared to enjoy becoming 
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embroiled in, in her offline worlds. Some examples of these she discussed with me 

were:  

• Playing with make-up and clothes with a friend, and then posting the resulting 

photographs, an activity which, amongst the positive comments and ‘likes’, 

attracted a negative comment from a boy in her network (who Lauren said 

typically communicated in this way). This resulted in a wave of further responses 

from friends and family. Most notably this support came from her elder sister and 

her group of friends, who considered the response to be a form of bullying.  

• Participating in a Facebook group dedicated to ‘hating’ one of the girls in the 

grade level; an incident which was reported to the school and treated as an official 

school ‘bad behaviour’ incident. (Although, in Lauren’s retelling, the deputy 

principal was ‘very nice about it’, and Lauren and the girl were still friends.)  

• Using Facebook as a space to offer support to a girl in her grade level who was 

self-harming. When this incident was reported to me, it compelled me to act and 

support the children involved in the situation. (Without intending to minimise the 

seriousness of this scenario, this might be seen as me also being lured into 

Lauren’s social drama ‘play’.) 

While Caitlyn and Lauren used different Internet sites in different ways, it was clear 

that they both used them consciously as a way to construct and communicate 

messages about who they were. In these hours spent in their respective ‘not-school’ 

technology-enabled spaces (Sefton-Green, 2013), while perhaps not completing their 

homework, both of these girls were nonetheless occupied with literacy-rich learning 

experiences, communicating through writing for hours of their evenings.  
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6.1.3 Connections 

As seen in Lauren’s Facebook connections, and Caitlyn’s Shelfari group, there was 

evidence in the research that virtual spaces were sites of shared experiences with 

friends currently at school, and with friends with whom day to day contact was no 

longer a possibility. Ryan was part of a group of boys, all current Grade 6 pupils, who 

played Minecraft on a shared multiplayer server in temporally parallel experiences 

shared over Skype. In the late afternoon and evening, this group played together in the 

immaterial worlds they created, from the materialised sites of their individual homes. 

For Ryan, this play was an important part of his social life.   

Excerpt from Ryan’s 2nd Interview (at approx. 15 mins)  

J.  And, so you think that digital game play is an important part of your life? 

R. Yes (quick answer) 

J. Can you talk to me about that a little more? 

R. Umm, well, I probably told you this before but since a lot of my friends play the 

same games that I do, and we all have Skype, so we can all talk to each other so it helps 

bond our relationships more. 

J. And how many people in that group? 

R. Well maybe four, besides from me. 

Ryan explicitly acknowledged that the undertaking of shared tasks enabled this 

bonding together.  

Ryan discussion 03/05 

J. How do you build up a friendship that way? 

R. Well, you sort of like have to work together. So in most multiplayer servers you 

have to survive, so you have to build a shelter for you and your friend sometimes 

J. How do you communicate? You write words? 

R. Yeah you can write words, but usually because I have their Skype I can just talk to 

them about it 
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Different from Lauren, Ryan’s taciturn nature lent itself to socialising through shared 

game tasks rather than more overt and undisguised social interactions. This seemed in 

keeping with the ‘cool gamer/geek’ subjectivities Ryan cultivated. He wore long hair 

concealing his face (and thus his visible emotions) and while he contentedly 

considered himself to have lots of friends, in some ways he presented himself as a 

social ‘alternative’ to many of the more populist affinity groups evident in his year 

level. Ryan’s group included children that were regarded as social misfits within the 

school community, which may have contributed to other students in the year group 

seeming to distance themselves from a ‘gamer’ subjectivity. This group of gamer 

boys had initially developed their relationship in digital spaces in out of school hours, 

and then brought it into the school yard, a somewhat ‘alternative’ way to make friends 

at school in itself.  

 

Grade 5 student Dusan, as well somewhat of a social outlier, also spoke about using 

technologies such as Skype as tools to enable social connections. Dusan enjoyed 

playing Club Penguin with an old friend from Canada, like Ryan, utilising a split 

screen so they could talk on Skype while playing. What was particularly interesting to 

me was that Dusan’s current day-to-day play no longer involved time on Club 

Penguin. He now mostly played sports games, frequently writing that he was older 

than he really was when signing into these games, a slightly risky behaviour which 

seemed to be linked to his developing maturity. However, Dusan’s play with his old 

friend was stuck in a repetition of their shared behaviour of many years earlier.  

Dusan chat 28/02/2012 

J. And what did you do at the weekend? 

D. Wait. I played a bit of Miniclip and Club Penguin. I mean first I called my friend in 

Canada, (…), and we kind of just, you know on Skype you can do shared screen? Yeah 



 

 173 

we did shared screens together and played Club Penguin together. Yeah on Skype, 

cause we were talking and at the same time we were playing and he could see my 

screen as I did it.  So it’s like we were together.  

J. So did it feel like you were playing with him? 

D. Yup. It was really fun like, cause we played a lot of Club Penguin when we were in 

Canada. 

J. How old were you then? 

D. I think about 5, 6. I think. Something like that. 

Unlike Ryan and friends’ shared subjective positionings as alternative gamers, Dusan 

and friend relied on a revisiting of their old childish play, reconfigured in a new way, 

utilising both the site that was traditionally their place of shared belonging, Club 

Penguin, and the newer add-on of the communicative technology of Skype.  

 

As noted, while Dusan describes this Club Penguin play as ‘really fun’, it was notably 

different from his usual current day-to-day play. There may be many reasons for 

maintaining Club Penguin as their virtual playground, an enjoyment and comfort in 

familiarity, or perhaps unwillingness to ‘test’ the relationship to see if it had the 

ability to withstand changes. Dusan, and other children, discussed the difficulties of 

maintaining connections with old friends who had moved away. While new digital 

technologies provided many ways in which to connect, the lack of ongoing, co-

present social experiences often put difficult limits on everyday discussion topics. 

Children coming and going, and ongoing changes to the routines and physical spaces 

of the school meant that previous school friends imagined a school that had actually 

became increasingly different over time. Despite the possibilities offered to these 

globally mobile children by virtual meeting places, such sites can become a less 

effective in-between setting when the real worlds in which friends formerly coexisted 
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have changed beyond recognition, or, in cases when one child has moved away, his or 

her new worlds have never been experienced by the other.  

 

Utilising Proposition 2, ‘screen-based texts mediate reality in ways that prompt 

shifting relationships between the material and immaterial’, in these different play 

experiences of Ryan and Dusan, at least three kinds of differently mediated 

interaction are experienced: face-to-face interactions, conversations via the digitally 

manipulated sound and image capabilities of Skype, and interactions mediated 

through the immaterial form of onscreen avatars in virtual worlds. In developing and 

maintaining their friendships, these two boys must be able to understand and manage, 

as readers and writers, the different protocols in each space and medium. When 

playing Minecraft or Club Penguin while maintaining Skype conversations, Ryan and 

Dusan transverse a completely artificial world, and a form of artifice that must seem 

comparatively real, an image seen on Skype. In their experiences, the virtual medium 

of Skype might appear to facilitate a comparatively materialised literacy event. While 

Ryan has the opportunity to recalibrate relationships in the fully materialised 

experience of face-to-face contact at school, for Dusan this is such a rare event (the 

boys had met up face-to-face only once since parting) that their Skype relationship 

must increasingly appear as the authentic version of their relationship. This adds 

further to the imagined and virtual, literally out-of-touch, quality of their social 

connection.    

  

6.2 TECHNOLOGY IN LEARNING AND INSTITUTIONAL LIVES  

At the time my research was undertaken it appeared that ‘technology’ was a 

‘difficulty’ across many fronts in the school, which impacted on the children’s 
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learning experiences. This section is divided into two subsections, one focusing on 

individual events in individual classrooms, the second discussing the implications of 

wider school policies.  

 

6.2.1 Children, Teachers and Computers 

Even as objects, computers seemed to be troublesome in the primary school. Each 

grade level had a set of laptops. The laptops were housed in a trolley that was wheeled 

between the four grade level classrooms. When not in use the trolleys blocked up 

space in the small cloakrooms between classrooms, which were always overcrowded 

with children’s belongings and classroom supplies. The laptop trolleys could be 

booked out by individual classes, and then space needed to be cleared to wheel the 

trolley into the classroom, where the laptops could be carefully distributed, and then 

carefully returned to their trolley in their numerical order to recharge between lessons. 

The material/practical component of ‘working on the laptops’ was a cumbersome and 

distracting component of many writing projects for the children.  

 

In Lucy and Will’s Grade 3 classroom, I undertook a series of observations while the 

children were writing articles for a class newsletter with an ecological theme. Yet, the 

writing of the article seemed a secondary focus to the use of technologies in this unit 

of work. An entire lesson, given by the Information and Communications 

Technologies (ICT) teacher was devoted to learning an application to be used to write 

the article. (This application would most likely become redundant in the digital 

environment the students would graduate into in seven years time (Bogost, 2011).) 

The ICT teacher had suggested the Apple iWork Pages application for this work 

project because she viewed it as an easier application than Word from which to create 
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documents that incorporated images. While Pages, like Word, is itself a word 

processing application, on the day after the ICT ‘lesson’, when Lucy’s teacher and the 

English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher were again directing the class, they 

decided that as the Pages program was only marginally familiar to the class, the 

students would have difficulty using it. The two teachers therefore instructed the class 

to initially write their article on a Word document, and then to transfer it onto a Pages 

document to format the final layout.  

 

Lucy, a skilled computer user, was able to comfortably and quickly manage the Pages 

application, so she decided to write her article straight into this format. She therefore 

finished her work ahead of the majority of the other students, and proceeded to carry 

her laptop to the front of the classroom to show it to her teacher. During their 

subsequent brief conversation, the teacher became aware that Lucy had not composed 

her text within a Word document. Although these Word documents were not being 

used for any purpose other than as a virtual page on which to write a first draft, Lucy 

was instructed to go back and produce a Word document. I observed Lucy then 

returning to her seat and making a quick cut and paste of her article onto a Word 

document with obvious annoyance.  

 

There may have been many reasons why Lucy’s teacher made the request for Lucy to 

backtrack with her work. As an observer it appeared that the request was made as an 

immediate reaction to the understanding that Lucy had finished early because she had 

not completed a step of the process. Observing Lucy, it seemed that for her the 

interaction appeared to be annoyingly about the teacher exercising her power without 

clear reason. No suggestions as to how the text might be improved were offered to 
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Lucy. In fact, her teacher did not appear to read the student’s writing thoroughly at 

this time; the conversation was only about the process steps that Lucy had undertaken. 

As the stated intention of producing a Word document was to ease first-time use of 

the Pages document, and this was not a concern to Lucy, the backwards move of 

creating the Word document seemed purposeless. This entire episode seemed to 

illustrate the unsuccessful ways technologies are sometimes integrated into learning 

environments by an over-focus on the technical/operational components (Honan, 

2010; Lankshear & Knobel, 2007; Lankshear et al., 2000), and seemed worlds away 

from Lucy’s confident management of technologies in her out-of-school life.  

 

On another day during a visit to Amy’s Grade 4 class, I observed an incident 

involving a classroom desktop computer that I found even more frustrating. On this 

occasion, most children were initially working at their own space on Maths 

worksheets, while a few were finishing off a writing task. The teacher was sitting at 

her desk at the front of the classroom. Amy was a part of a line of children, which was 

rapidly increasing in length, seeking the teacher’s assistance. After discussing her 

handwritten text, standing at the side of her seated teacher, Amy was directed to 

transfer her edits to a Word document version of the text.  

 

The laptop trolley was not in this classroom at this time, so Amy proceeded to work at 

the single desktop computer that each primary classroom was also equipped with. 

This large, somewhat out-of-date computer was located in the centre/front of the 

classroom, placed on top of a chest of drawers, which stood at a right angle to the 

student desks. The computer was quite high off the ground, especially when matched 

with a child size desk chair, and particularly for Amy with her tiny stature. Sitting at 
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the computer, there was nowhere for Amy to place her knees comfortably, as the 

chest of drawers had a straight vertical drop from top to bottom. There was also no 

place to rest the handwritten text she was working from, as the computer was 

positioned on the short side of the drawers and took up the available surface width. 

Therefore Amy had to hold the paper in her left hand and type with her right hand, or 

once I observed her placing the paper in her mouth to hold it. As the computer was 

front and centre in the room, any other child could look up and observe the contorted, 

difficult position Amy, the smallest and least integrated child in the class community, 

was placed in. Although Amy did nothing to protest the difficulty of her space, I 

viewed the situation with acute emotional discomfort. (I was positioned differently 

from the teacher who was busily occupied helping children and may have had her 

view blocked.) When the class was dismissed for lunch, Amy stayed in this place of 

her own volition and continued on trying to complete her task and catch up with her 

work.  

 

In this episode, the material aspects of the literacy event seemed to overshadow its 

other components, and again technologies were uncomfortably integrated into a 

classroom environment. While the desktop computer would have been suitable to use 

in this particular elevated position as a quick searching tool, if a child was standing at 

it, I didn’t observe any children use it in this way during my times in this room. This 

may have been because of its centrality in the classroom space. Using the computer 

required stepping into a spatially significant zone, even though the space was 

congested with large objects. Amy was subjected to a dysfunctional working space in 

which she, a girl who manages a lot of day to day bodily discomfort, was physically 

uncomfortable, and in which her work, which was already ‘behind’ due to missed 
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school days from ill health, could only proceed at a hindered pace. And, Amy was not 

able to practise her conventional keyboarding skills, even though the children were 

assessed on these. In this example, Amy participated in a literacy event in which 

technologies made her progress more difficult, rather then more enabled. 

 

A recurring and problematic aspect of laptop use in the classrooms involved the 

delays caused by poor server connectivity. During a forty-minute lesson, after five 

minutes were needed at the start of the lesson for laptops to be distributed, the 

children then had to wait for the school server to manage a class group simultaneously 

opening their personal digital files and retrieving their work. At the end of lessons 

similar pockets of time were needed as all the children resaved their files 

simultaneously, and twenty-five laptops were returned to one trolley. This occurred in 

all class levels despite the students’ experience with the procedures, and teachers’ 

differing classroom management styles and routines for organising this event. 

However, these delays did open up unplanned temporal spaces, into which other kinds 

of texts and events could squat (Burnett, 2014).  

 

6.2.2 Children, Schools and the Internet  

The ecological environment of technologies in classrooms depended to a large extent 

on the school administration’s managerial decisions. Returning to the events in Lucy 

and Will’s classroom during the Grade 3 article-writing project, during a subsequent 

observation many students in the class were spending a lot of time chatting and 

looking at the themed non-fiction books scattered across their desks while their 

writing task was on hold, as they waited, often with one hand up, to receive assistance 

from a teacher. Typically, the children had one of two requests. While the majority of 
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the class had transferred their Word document onto the Pages application at this time, 

some students who hadn’t reached this stage were seeking out one-to-one instruction 

on how to do this, rather than endeavouring to intuitively, singularly or 

collaboratively, attempt it. (I wondered if this might have been linked to the teachers’ 

choice to proceed first with Word, perhaps giving an unintentional message that the 

Pages application was going to be difficult to navigate.) Principally though, the 

students were requesting supervision while they accessed images via the Internet to 

illustrate their articles. 

 

Recalling arguments about the difficulty schools have in handling the Internet (see 

Hagood, Patel, & Reinking, 2002; Rowan et al., 2002), it was against this school’s 

Internet policy for primary school students to access the Internet without the 

supervision of, or at least the permission of, a teacher. In the two grade 3 classrooms I 

observed, students appeared to accept this rule, and even enjoy the regulation, as it 

allowed them an opportunity for one-to-one teacher attention. Contrastingly, in a 

Grade 5 observation undertaken in a small room abutting the main classroom, 

students consistently broke the no-Internet-without-the-permission-of-a-teacher rule. 

The spatiality of this literacy event contributed to this outcome, as the location 

allowed students stretches of unobserved time working on the computer. The students 

were self-motivated on this day, all aiming to meet deadlines for an upcoming parent 

event. Waiting for the teacher to supervise them halted their progress, and in casual 

discussion with the group, who had asked if I had the authority to sanction Internet 

use, it was clear that seen from the students’ perspective, the regulation equated to 

unnecessary guardianship and was a cause of frustration. When the teacher came into 

the anteroom, there was a small moment of chaos as students, including Dusan, who I 
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was observing, scrambled to ask, retrospectively, if they could search on Google 

Images.  

 

Amy presented her thoughts on the school Internet policy during our first interview.  

Excerpt from Amy’s 1st Interview (at approx. 28 mins) 

A. In school we are not allowed to use Google and I know that sometimes the Internet 

is not true. I know that the Internet can sometimes take away your money by lying to 

you like, umm, if you buy a free game but you need to type your bank code in it, and 

then you type it and then they go, then you play it and then when you check your bank 

you find that 25 (unit of currency) has been taken out of your bank and they keep 

taking it out.  

J. Tell me why you can’t use Google in school.  

A. Umm, I would. I would but I don’t want to get in trouble, so, umm we need to stick 

to the rules that you are not allowed because they don’t want to get in a situation where 

we type a bank code. Because they think we are not old enough, but we are, and I think 

that we should be allowed with a parent or teacher, and I think we should be allowed 

because sometimes you need Google and you can’t answer a question without it. 

Amy contests discourses that suggest she isn’t old enough to know what is best for 

her and points out that the Internet rule does not serve her needs. While 

acknowledging potential dangers that the Internet can pose, she ‘would’ resist the 

teacher supervision requirements, but ‘doesn’t want to get in trouble’. While Amy 

subtly resists the regulation of access to the Internet, she also personifies the Internet 

as a being that may wish to do her harm; it ‘can sometimes take away your money by 

lying to you’. From a perspective drawn from Proposition 2, ‘screen-based texts 

mediate reality in ways that prompt shifting relationships between the material and 

immaterial’, in her personification of the Internet, Amy has remediated the immaterial 
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and almost infinite quality of virtual space into a singular, material being (Bolter & 

Grusin, 2000). This simplification may correlate closely with the messages Amy has 

been taught in the school (and possibly in her home).  

 

During a discussion on Internet safety the ICT teacher held with each primary class at 

the beginning of the year, the students were shown excerpts from two animated 

websites that conveyed powerful messages of the Internet as a dangerous space for 

children. (Both of these websites have since been removed from the Internet.) To 

reinforce this message, the class then worked with the ICT teacher to produce a flyer; 

an ‘official’ document with a professional appearance and inscribed with the school 

logo. These flyers were individualised for each class by the addition of photographs, 

the class alphanumeric ‘name’, and a list of bullet points compiled by the class on the 

electronic whiteboard. The children were encouraged to ‘feel proud’ of this slick 

product, and to take the flyers home for their parents and discuss what they had learnt 

about the topic. This recasting into an official institutional paper document reinforced 

the powerful animated multimedia web messages.  

 

It is perhaps no surprise then that Amy desired adult support in her Internet use. 

Dowdall (2009) notes that while these kinds of official literatures are ‘extremely well 

intentioned, they provide a sense of the largely negative and protectionist frame’ that 

encloses children’s digital lives (p.57). This occurs across numerous sites, the media 

(Buckingham, 2000), schools and other institutions, and in the home. Taking into 

account that Amy has had a lifelong need to trust and rely on adults and institutional 

advice to manage her health, this may shape the way she negotiates authoritarian 
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instruction, and the impact and believability of strong adult-dispensed discourses for 

her. 

 

6.3 TECHNOLOGY IN THE HOME AND FAMILY LIFE 

Robson and Butler (2001) use the term ‘tectonic plates’ to describe groups who live in 

informal segregation rather than cultural integration. Marsh (2009) takes up this 

imagery with reference to the ‘tectonic plates of home & school’, suggesting that 

children often are more progressive digital producers and consumers in their home 

than at school (p. 201). There was some evidence to support this theory in my 

classroom observations, if the children did have adequate access to digital 

technologies at home. This section deals with data that focuses on the participants’ 

home lives. The definition of home is expanded more broadly in the next chapter, but 

for the purposes of this section of writing, home refers to the material, bounded place 

were students reside, and the stuff found within it (Miller, 2010), as well as, the 

immaterial, familial bonds that shape and influence the societal unit that dwells within 

that material place. This section is divided into two subsections drawn from different 

family relationships. The first subsection concerns the ways in which the children’s 

relationship with technologies is shaped by their parents’ positioning towards 

technologies. The second subsection focuses on the children’s relationships with their 

siblings, and the different ways in which technologies infiltrate these relationships. 

 

6.3.1 Technology Filtered Through Parents 

After my initial meeting with his class to discuss this research project, Miles walked 

past me with a slumped posture and said that he didn’t play computer games, as he 

wasn’t allowed to. I sensed that he viewed this as a restriction that excluded him from 



 

 184 

his peer group. Therefore, I was a little surprised when I later heard that Miles’ 

parents had agreed to Miles’ request to be a participant in the research. Miles’ father 

also agreed to be interviewed, and spoke about having played games such as Tetris 

when he was younger, and expressed the view that he considered himself ‘more into 

technology’ when ‘compared to normal colleagues’, as he liked to ‘you know, keep 

up with the developments’ (Miles’ father’s interview).  

 

Miles’ father spoke about wanting to perform his role of parent well. One way he saw 

this happening was by exposing his sons to a wide range of experiences. He listed 

examples of such experiences, mostly physical activities conducted outdoors, such as 

hiking, biking and sailing, but including some indoor pursuits such as learning 

musical instruments. Despite Miles’ father’s own enjoyment of digital games and 

innovations, there was an absence of digital play from the ‘wide-ranging’ activities he 

offered his son.  

 

During the first Grade 3 computer club Miles initially looked aimless while the other 

children played. It was clear that he expected to be presented with instruction about 

how to find Internet playspaces and interact with them, perhaps in the manner that he 

was ‘taught’ computer applications in the classroom. To try to overcome this, I 

suggested that Miles might like to walk around and look at what the other children 

were doing. Eventually, after a few sessions spent observing others playing, Miles 

sought out help from friend, classmate, and fellow German speaker, Tristan. Tristan 

was playing on an Internet game featuring dinosaurs, and began explaining to Miles 

what to do, finally resulting in Miles playing his first computer game in the club. In a 

subsequent chat he said that he had enjoyed playing this game because it was 
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challenging.  

 

By the fourth club, it appeared that Miles had been exploring computer games at 

home, as he was playing a German language game featuring a mouse that I had not 

seen other children play. From this point on, Miles’ involvement in digital game play, 

and conversations around this play, developed steadily. In his final interview, after he 

had taken part in two semesters of ‘computer club’ he spoke about his experience in 

this way: 

Excerpt from Miles’ 2nd Interview (start of interview) 

J. How’s it been for you to be a part of this research? 

M. I felt good. And I felt part of a community.  

J. Was that different? Did you imagine yourself before to be part of a computer club 

community? 

M. Mmm, not really. (Very quietly.) 

J. (…) How did you find the club? 

M. Well we just saw this big board where everything was and actually I just wanted to 

play computer a little bit more and my dad said, actually its okay cause I have to wait 

for judo; cause it starts at half past five, so actually I can play computer while I wait for 

judo to start.  

My initial inference that Miles felt himself not to be a full part of the class society 

because of his lack of entry into digital worlds, seems reinforced by his comment that 

he felt part of a community by joining into the research - a community which he had 

previously not imagined himself to be a member of. In many ways due to the research 

itself, computer play was now a regular part of Miles’ home life, although the extent 

of this appears mediated by his parents’ provision of a busy after-school activity 

schedule.  
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In this interview extract, Miles, working in an additional language to his home 

language, literally interpreted my inquiry into his enjoyment of the computer club, 

‘how did you find the club’, as a question about how it came about that he attended it. 

In doing so, Miles possibly indicates that part of his parents’ acceptance of the 

research project may have been the convenience of child minding that the timing of 

the computer club bestowed. If that was the circumstance, this is an example of the 

complex and contradictory mix of understandings that may circulate around children 

in their homes with reference to the use of technologies. That technology should be 

regulated and its use restricted as a disciplinary measure, while it is also used as a 

convenient child-minding tool, is a familiar example. Another contradictory view 

glimpsed in children’s discussions of their home technologies, was, their parents’ 

desire for new technologies, (and when acquired, often with affordances that 

remained under utilised according to their children), while children’s desires for new 

technologies were viewed negatively by their parents. 

 

Most parents I spoke with raised their concerns about their children’s total time spent 

on screens, the effects of playing violent games, and the potential dangers of the 

Internet. The tendency for sections of the media to develop a crisis dialogue in this 

area has been documented (Buckingham, 2000) and despite the wide range of national 

backgrounds the parents were drawn from, these discourses seemed very well known. 

Alexander’s mother jumped into a conversation on this topic at the start of our 

interview, even though the comment did not directly relate to my first question.  

Excerpt from Alexander’s Mother’s Interview (at approx. 1 min) 

(…) With the computer the only thing that I’m thinking about computer games, I mean 

you see a child with seventeen or eighteen is going through a school and killing people, 

and they have done this computer games in the computer and I mean these are critical 
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situations and you think what is your son doing on the Internet.  

Her comment was delivered in an agitated manner and it was clearly something she 

had been thinking about and wanted to share with me (and almost be counselled for) 

when we met for her interview. Nonetheless Alexander described his mother as eager 

to own new digital technologies herself. Mallen et al. (2010) note that “(p)arents’ 

attempts to keep the family home a closed and apprehensible space are constantly 

challenged by technology as it impacts their own and their children’s needs and 

desires” (p.272).  

 

A small percentage of parents took up different kinds of positions with regards to 

their children and technology use. Grade 6 student Edward’s mother had ensured that 

in the space of their home all of her three sons could simultaneously access some kind 

of useable wifi connected device. In this way, Edward was almost unique amongst the 

participant group for not having conflicts at home with siblings over the sharing of 

technology. The parents of grade 3 student Lucy, and her sister Lihua in grade 4, also 

stood out amongst the group of parents for fully supporting their children’s desire for 

digital play in their lives.  

 

6.3.2 Technology and Sibling Loyalty 

At the start of the school year, newcomers to the school Lihua and Lucy were 

temporarily without most of their ‘things’, including the family computer, which was 

sadly missed. Proposition 4, ‘literacies are materialised in things’, offers a lens 

through which to consider the ways in which the girls improvised with other objects 

to facilitate the continuation of the escapist play experiences they had come to rely on 

via the computer, and the Internet worlds it opened up for them.  
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Excerpt from Lihua’s 1st Interview (at approx. 5 mins) 

L. Once when we were moving house - it’s so funny, we put our sofa there - so it was 

like a snow fort. And there was this computer game we learnt to play called Club 

Penguin. And we pretended we were our penguins, and so we got all the puffles and 

like we were battling against some other penguins in this snow fort. So we like used 

our puffles to like do their stuff, like we used the red puffles to shoot out from the 

cannons, or used the yellow puffles to shoot out paint, or used the blue puffles umm to 

like invent things for us, and it was really fun.  

J: Were you using the computer at the same time, or were you using puppets or toys to 

pretend to be the puffles, or were you just imagining them? 

L. Imagining, just imagining.    

For Lihua and Lucy, Club Penguin provided a constant and welcoming world.  

Waiting for their household goods and effects to arrive, a process that can take several 

weeks, or even months, and in the absence of the Internet, they effortlessly integrated 

the Club Penguin world into their real world physical space, using the things found in 

a temporary furnished apartment. In their embodied imaginative play, this physical 

setting provided enough material props to furnish an intersection of their offline and 

online worlds. Materially recreating the Club Penguin world, by mutual agreement, 

via the prop of a sofa, the girls then immaterially populated this ‘stage’ with familiar 

characters and actions, through the power of their imaginations.  

 

Lihua and Lucy’s imaginative play together is also discussed in the next chapter 

entitled Home, when considering the spaces of belonging in these girls lives. Through 

a lens of (im)materiality, technology itself can be thought of as a ‘thing’ that enables 

imaginative play and social connection between the sisters. This reliance on one 

another as play friends is one example from an extensive set of data around sibling 
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relationships. However, a large percentage of this was in connection to disputes over 

the sharing of technology.   

 

Rania talked about her sixteen-year-old sister being on the family computer for long 

periods of time. While officially her sister was using the computer for homework, 

Rania believed that much of her sister’s computer time was actually spent on games 

and social network sites. When talking about her ‘own’ computer, (which was 

apparently promised but didn’t materialise during the research year), Rania noted that 

her mother would not want Rania to use her computer in the same way that her elder 

sister used the family computer: 

Rania chat 19/01  

R. Yeah but my mum would be angry if I do it too much like my sister. My Mum hates 

it when my sister’s the whole day on the computer. That’s why it needs so much charge 

and wastes electricity.  

J. Is that the reason your mum doesn’t like your sister doing it all day? 

R. Yeah. And, and she plays games when my mum does not know and does Facebook. 

(…) My sister always tells me to look away when she does Facebook. But I know 

cause I can see it in the corner of my eye what she’s doing. And, kind of mean to do 

that so, and, plus my mum would like it if my sister does less and writes with her 

hands. 

Rania speaks of her sister’s deceitfulness re her computer use as being ‘mean’ to her 

mother. As families play an important role in shaping morality and ethics within 

children’s lives (Coleman, 2008), negotiating competing ethics and loyalties within 

the family unit may be viewed as a complex undertaking for Rania. For Rania’s sister 

in Grade 10, it might be presumed that having access to a computer and Internet, and 

a presence on Facebook, is an important social requirement. To fulfil this need, 
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Rania’s sister chooses to ignore or subvert her parents’ authority. Rania’s sister’s 

actions perhaps introduce Rania to discourses of teenage resistance to authority, and 

place Rania in the position of a co-conspirator. As Rania does not appear to position 

herself within ‘teenage’ subject positions, it is likely that the need to cooperate with 

her sister conflicts with Rania’s own positioning as an ‘obedient child’, and this is 

difficult for Rania to deal with. These complex and conflicting subjectivities, are 

direct effects of the presence of technological objects, such as the computer, within 

the home.  

 

6.4 SUMMARY 

Technology was an important part of all of the children’s lives, even in its apparent 

absence, as seen in Miles’ desire to include digital play into his life. The 

(im)materialities framework foregrounds the ways in which technologies added to and 

expanded the worlds that these children operated within and co-constructed. Lauren’s 

use of Facebook, enabled her worlds to expand across spatial and temporal 

dimensions in a virtual social space that included school friends both old and current, 

physically present and absent. The framework also made visible the ways in which 

these technological environments could be differently mediated, even within the same 

literacy event. Both Ryan and Dusan maintained relationships that were important to 

them by utilising a cluster of differently mediated digital pathways simultaneously, 

effectively resulting in multiple literacy events being negotiated within the same 

activity. Traditional toys like Lego and dolls, and virtual, immaterial toys such as 

Will’s Skylander assemblage, flowed through and across (im)material dimensions in 

multiple ways in the everyday play lives of the children. Caitlyn’s deep unrest at how 

her avatar self had been received by members of her Shelfari social network, and the 



 

 191 

ways the children became swept up in their digital playworlds, evidences the ‘real 

world’ embodied dimensions of digital play.  

 

As a means of illustrating the myriad ways that meaning-making practices occurred 

within the cluster of ideas in the chapter, particularly the complicated relationships 

between what happens on and off screen, four summarising vectors, seen in Figure 4, 

have been constructed. While each child’s experiences with technologies was unique 

from another, much of the data in this chapter might be sited along these four vectors, 

which are loosely drawn between polarities that reflect different, somewhat 

contradictory experiences. Along these four vectors, tensions between different kinds 

of approaches to, and uses of, technologies are evident. Yet, any of the children’s 

experiences with technologies likely can be represented in multiple simultaneously 

co-existing positions along one or more of these vectors. This multiplicity of ways to 

understand how technology is present in the children’s lives includes insights into 

what technologies enable the children to do, and how agentially the children are able 

to position themselves within their digital worlds. The (im)materialities framework 

works to make these complex literacy practices more visible.  
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Figure 4: Four Summarising Vectors 

Play involving technologies 
that was pure escapism. Play involving technologies that 

achieved other intentional 
purposes  

(social connection, skill building or 
conscious subjective positioning). 

Learning enriched by 
technologies. 

Teaching limited by technologies. 

Parents that strongly limited 
technology potential  

(time limits and/or emphasis 
on negative possibilities).  Parents that influenced technology 

use in positive ways  
(shared play, adequate access). 

Sibling relationships operating 
through shared positive 

technology use. Sibling relationships affected by 
negative technology management 

(difficult tool sharing arrangements, 
ethical dilemmas). 
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Not withstanding the rich literacy practices that technologies enabled in the lives of 

these children, the ways in which technologies were managed within their school 

environment and within the children’s home lives did not always seem favourable. 

One of the many things technologies offered for the children was social 

connectedness. Contemporary TCKs continue to ‘always say goodbye’ (Gould, 2001; 

Pollock & van Reken, 2009) to regular face-to-face contact with family and friends, 

however in doing so new spaces in which to meet now open up, or, children are able 

to continue communicating within spaces which already form a component of their 

relationship. Yet, technologies often appeared to be managed in confused and 

conflicting ways in the children’s homes. This seemed to be disadvantageous and to 

run contrary to the possibilities that digital technologies have opened up for the 

globally mobile. Including, as will be further expanded on in the next chapter, virtual 

spaces of belonging. Within the spaces that the research particularly focused on, home 

spaces, school spaces and digital spaces, only digital spaces might continue in the 

same form after a move. All other environments would alter. 

 

Data in this chapter crosses over with the cluster of ideas centred on home, the title of 

the next chapter, in a number of instances. The rapid pace of technological change 

means that the social connectedness of globally mobile peoples in the twenty-first 

century is quite different from the possibilities faced when research into Third Culture 

Kids was first undertaken and disseminated. Yet, as Prout concludes, (2008) 

‘(t)echnology is formed from, and in turn intermingles with nature and culture’ (p.34). 

No one experience or technology, social or digital world dominates the process of 

contemporary childhood. They are networked together. 
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CHAPTER 7 HOME 

This chapter focuses on the children’s relationship to home, with home broadly 

defined as a site of allegiance and belonging. Within this conceptual understanding, 

and drawing from the notion of a passport culture (Pollock & van Reken, 2009), home 

is considered as both a national, passport-accessed space, and an immediate, key-

accessed space, although these are in many ways co-constructed. As noted in Chapter 

1, an upper/lower case H/h, is used to distinguish between Home as a place of 

nationhood and imagined community (Anderson, 1983) and home as the (current) 

location where the participants eat, sleep and interact with their families. The use of 

the upper case, with its tendency to convey power, seems appropriate to mark the 

persistence of institutional consequences of national allegiance in terms of borders 

and access, frequent practical concerns within this community. Whilst for clarity of 

writing these are designated as separate sites, there is a blurring of boundaries 

between H/home, and these cultural sites operate as continual processes of change. 

Home allegiances may be closely intertwined with extended family connections, and 

small home memories for the participants’ parents, which leads to being a part of the 

immediate home culture. Maintaining emotional connections, and fulfilling family 

responsibilities across long distances, are weighty burdens for many transnational 

families (Baldassar, 2007).  

 

Notions of H/home are infused with (im)material components. These components 

may be intermeshed and have complex and co-dependant relationships. Nonetheless, 

the following diagram (Table 3) simplifies and teases out examples of material and 

immaterial components of H/home to serve as an introduction to the complexity of 

H/home as a space of belonging.  
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H/HOME PASSPORT-ACCESSED  KEY-ACCESSED 

MATERIAL National Food/Clothes  Apartment/Laptop/Toys 

IMMATERIAL Being British  Security/Emotional support 

Table 3  H/home 

In an immediate and material sense, home is the place, such as an apartment, to which 

the participants’ return to rest and replenish. Beyond the four walls and roof that form 

the rudiments of a home, are other material objects that are significant components of 

‘the whole system of things’ (Miller, 2010 p.53). It is possible to have such a depth of 

attachment to an object such as a piece of furniture, or a toy, book, or other 

sentimental object, that the boundary between object and subject with reference to 

them becomes blurred. They are more than things we use, but also become things we 

identify with, and see as components of our self (Miller, 2008, 2010).   

 

Immaterial components of H/home can include emotional security, cultural 

identification, and a sense of belonging. Yet, Home from a national, or passport-

accessed perspective can be constituted problematically for globally mobile children. 

Home may refer to the country in which a child’s parents, and possibly the child, were 

born. But, a lasting Home country attachment may also develop with reference to a 

country in which the family relocated for work and became ‘settled’. Conversely, in 

some cases where a child happened to be born during a work placement, there may be 

an official passport connection to the country (which may or may not be useful) yet 

emotionally the child and their family may have little lasting understanding of and 

connection with the country. In all cases, cultural understandings are seen as 

processes, constantly in flux. 
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It may be relevant to briefly note that there were two Australian participants amongst 

the twenty children, and this introduced some small sense of unity between us, 

although in many ways there were distinct differences in how those families and I 

perceived our Australian-ness. This served as a useful reminder against slipping into 

essentialised understandings about cultures I was not so familiar with. These two 

children are not specifically referred to in this chapter. Also, as previously noted, 

while this chapter focuses on a cluster of ideas about home, I did not visit any homes, 

except for one final interview in which the practicalities of the moment outweighed 

other considerations. The chapter is structured as a series of four case studies, three 

girls from Grade 4 and one boy from Grade 6, with concluding comparative remarks. 

As with the previous chapter, the analysis is undertaken using Burnett et al.’s (2014) 

(im)materiality framework.  

 

7.1 LIHUA 

Lihua was a new arrival into the school at the start of the year. This account begins 

with an analysis of two school texts that she produced. While material objects, they 

contain the sediment of immaterial experiences and understandings, as well as the 

memory of material things, much of which appear to draw from the H/home 

discourses that shape Lihua’s subjectivity (Rowsell & Pahl, 2007). The analysis is 

tempered with a brief consideration of the conditions in which the texts were made 

and the school discourses that also contributed to them. Other examples of Lihua’s 

school literacies are then discussed. It was particularly interesting to me that Lihua 

publically identified herself with a national allegiance that was not the country of her 

close-knit family’s heritage, China. Instead, Lihua demonstrated a strong sense of 

allegiance towards the country in which she had most recently lived. Lihua’s 
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computer play is also discussed as a part of her home environment, highlighting other 

sites of allegiance that may also factor into Lihua’s sense of self and sense of 

belonging.  

 

7.1.1 Who am I? 

Image 21 shows two texts that provided Lihua with an opportunity to curate her own 

identity (Davies, 2013). Both of these were on display, one inside Lihua’s classroom, 

and the other in the corridor outside. In both the colour text and the shield, Lihua 

represents herself as someone who loves nature and loves reading. In the shield, a 

piece that is reminiscent of more traditional kinds of school literacies, she adds maths, 

hobbies and music to this. In the more multimodal colour text, within the active 

spaces of a speech bubble, she ‘speaks of’ her ambitions and areas she needs to 

improve.  

 

Drawing from Proposition 4 of the (im)materialities framework, ‘meaning-making is 

embodied’, a strong sense of Lihua’s embodied experiences comes through in these 

texts. For example, in her shield representation, (middle, right-hand section) she has 

made a neat stylised representative pattern of her ‘tons of hobbies’ (Lihua chat, 

22/03/2012), knitting, swimming, ballet and writing. While the form of the text-work 

nods towards Lihua’s orderly habits, the design draws upon memories of activities 

that bring forth strong sensual memories, for example swimming, which Lihua also 

lists on the colour text, with its experience of moving in another medium, (Pink, 

2009). Also indicated in both texts is her felt connection with nature. This is seen in 

the middle and bottom left side sections of the shield, and in the darker blue speech 

bubble in which she writes ‘when I grow up I would like to be a natralist (sic) who 
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studies nature’. These texts direct attention outside of the classroom, to experiences in 

which material things like the butterflies, flowers, and sunshine that she draws, have 

been seen and touched and smelt (Pink, 2009), intertwined with the immaterial 

experiences of relaxation and appreciation of beauty. The content of the green thought 

bubble is drawn from Lihua’s friends’ comments. In it she writes descriptors that she 

appears to be proud to display and be known as. She uses two of these as her own 

description of herself - happy and hyper.  

 

Through this school text, it appears that traces of the discourses that circulate in 

Lihua’s home may be glimpsed, such as the valuing of nature and certain cultural 

activities, and also with regard to the value of school and learning, particularly with 

reference to certain subjects. In our journal chats, Lihua spoke about her parents’ 

involvement in her learning, as did her sister Lucy, for example by making them do 

challenging extra Maths work at home. These discourses of the value of Maths may 

have influenced Lihua in her choice of Maths as an identifying feature of herself in 

the shield. It is possible to see interplays of Lihua’s home and school worlds in these 

texts, but one part is discordant. In the colour text, Lihua writes that she comes from 

Aberdeen. The inclusion of Aberdeen in this way suggests a marking of her 

‘Scottishness’, a slightly problematic subjectivity as it is somewhat in conflict with 

her home discourses that favour China as a Home site of allegiance. This will be 

discussed further in the next subsection.  
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Image 21*: Two School Texts (Lihua) 
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These artefacts show how Lihua negotiates school tasks and school discourses to 

present a version of herself. While the intention of both texts as school literacy tasks 

was to provide students with a platform to reflect on personal aspects of themselves, 

the texts were constrained by multiple factors, such as the structural boundaries of the 

page pro forma on one, and the affordances of the Comic Life application for the 

other. Also, both needed to utilise the language of the classroom, which is shaped to a 

large extent by the discourses presented within the International Baccalaureate (IB) 

Primary Years Programme (PYP). It is questionable as to whether the task is about 

self-reflection, or is a means to assess the children’s mastery of the PYP Learner 

Profile attributes.  

 

The two texts can be comparatively analysed through the lens of Proposition 2, 

‘screen-based texts mediate reality in ways that prompt shifting relationships between 

the material and immaterial’. There is a heightened sense of ‘reality’ to the colour 

text, as compared with the shield. The colour text has been created on the computer 

rather than by hand (pen) and is a more multimodal product. Its impression of reality 

is helped along by the use of speech bubbles, for all their artificial comic book 

connections, because of the illusion that they contain direct speech. While the page is 

divided into clear sections – a title, and then irregular column spaces, the spaces are 

not treated as constrictive boundaries and the text does not read as a linear document, 

so it is perceived as more of a visual image than a written document. There is also a 

playful transgression of the marked spaces, which mimic the nature of spontaneous 

thoughts and spoken language.  
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The shield is a more traditional school text in its materiality, utilising pencil inserts on 

a reproduced image on paper. The shield shape is itself formal and contrived. Its 

school-ness is magnified by the printed text. The teacher’s instructions are the 

dominant text on the page, and run on for many lines, including a controlled space for 

students to write their name. Within the instructions is the power-laden directive, 

‘please do this in your neatest work’, which seems almost satirical when positioned 

against an intentionality to mine into children’s individualistic natures.  

 

Another aspect of the teacher’s text that invites critique is the comment that a coat of 

arms is ‘used by many cultures’, without specifying that it is principally a 

Western/European tradition. This thereby creates a subtle hegemonic stance. The 

choice of italics to emphasis ‘who you are’ stresses the intent of the text, but the 

importance of such an individualist perspective can also be viewed as a Westernised 

cultural outlook; for example, many Asian cultures, focus on the importance of 

developing a familial rather than individualised outlook (Wang & Brockmeier, 2002). 

These potentially conflicting discourses of home and school may create tension for 

some students. 

 

7.1.2 Embodied Home Allegiances 

During one of my classroom observations of Lihua and her friend Hallie, Lihua was 

busy with the task of writing a myth. Her teacher had introduced the myth genre by 

defining myths as culturally specific stories that explained some aspect of the natural 

world. The students were then asked to write a myth from their own culture, either a 

version of an existing story or their own invention.  
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Lihua/Hallie Class Observation, 24/02/2012  

J. So you are writing about? 

S. Like a natural phenomenon like something that happened in our culture.  

J. Was it hard for you to think of something? 

S. No.  

J. So something came straight into mind? 

S. Yeah. 

J. Tell me the story while you are still waiting for the computer to load. 

S. Why there’s rain in Scotland. It’s about in Scotland it used to be cold and dry  

After clarifying to me that the task was to ‘think of an actual phenomenon that’s in 

your culture’ (Lihua/Hallie Class Observation, 24/02/2012) and stating that it had not 

been difficult to think of what to write, Lihua explained that she was writing a 

Scottish myth about ‘why there’s rain in Scotland. It used to be cold and dry’. While 

Lihua was from a family that quite strongly defined itself as Chinese, in this example 

she quite clearly identified Scottish culture as ‘her’ culture. In our chats Lihua 

described her previous placement in Scotland to me with happiness, enthusiasm, and a 

sensory richness. She recalled outside play in large, green spaces, walking on the 

beach, and inside play on computers at her father’s university. These formed a store 

of embodied memories, now polished up as good times in a place in which she felt 

secure. 

 

When I returned to Lihua’s classroom later in the day, I found her rehearsing a group 

presentation with a cultural theme for a class performance for parents. Here, as 

earlier, Lihua’s choices showed a strong identification with Scotland as Lihua was 

dressed in a kilt and dancing shoes, and performed a Scottish sword dance as her 

cultural item. Following on from her dance, an English girl, Claire, with the help of 



 

 204 

the group, performed the witches’ scene from Macbeth. During rehearsals of the 

introduction, much gesturing was made towards Lihua when the play was described 

as ‘a Scottish play’.  

 Lihua/Hallie Class Observation, 24/02/2012  

Clapping after Lihua’s Sword Dance. 

Announcer: Next, for England. Yup, that was Lihua doing Scotland and next for 

England we’ve got…  

Another child mumbles ‘and it’s Scottish for Lihua’ and makes a sweeping hand 

gesture to point to her. Other group members also look in her direction.  

In her classroom Lihua declared her affiliation to Scottish culture in her written work, 

her sword dance and her Scottish kilt, and in doing so, it appeared that she was 

unproblematically recognised as ‘Scottish’ by the other globally mobile children that 

made up her class. 

 

Early in the year I also interviewed Lihua’s mother. Lihua’s mother’s thinking around 

allegiances, and as a part of this language, was also a part of Lihua’s world at home.  

Lihua & Lucy’s Mother Interview (at approx. 20 mins) 

I have to be practical, it (English) is a very dominant language (…) I feel nowadays 

you know if you read English publications (…) you know it is so developed. (…) so, I 

hope they grow up here, you know make life here, so main language English. But on 

the other hand, I talk with them in Chinese and I influence with them in Chinese - how 

to say them - the moral, the moral things is Chinese, this sort of thing. 

The school offered educational opportunities that Lihua’s mother was keen for her 

daughters to experience. She particularly valued the opportunity the school provided 

for the girls to develop their English. Yet, while she valued the opportunities that their 

lifestyle offered her daughters, Lihua’s mother wished to ‘influence’ her girls with 
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aspects of their Home culture. She gave two examples of what she saw as Chinese 

‘morals’. One concerned teaching her daughters to be respectful to each other at all 

times, but especially in public. Lihua’s mother found it quite disturbing when other 

mothers talked of having children who did not have friendly relationships with their 

siblings. The other concerned her differing attitude to parental involvement in 

education. Parents in the school community, in Lihua’s mother’s view, were not as 

involved as they should be. She stressed the importance of having an active role in the 

children’s learning, and spent time making sure they memorised ‘some things’. 

 

While the Chinese aspect of her daughters’ identity remained important to Lihua’s 

mother, as noted Lihua seemed more inclined to align herself with a Scottish cultural 

identity. This may have been in part influenced by discourses in her home about the 

value of English competence. Lihua talked about using a Chinese-sourced example as 

an exemplar of her heritage on one occasion only, and this occurred for a homework 

assignment completed under her mother’s supervision. After we discussed this 

homework assignment, Lihua spoke about her feelings regarding the location of her 

cultural heritage, indicating an interest in her Chinese background, but a greater 

degree of comfort with the more familiar Scottish environment that she had until 

recently been immersed in:   

Lihua chat 02/02/12  

It’s interesting because sometimes I do Scotland or China, but Scotland I know a lot. 

But then from China I don’t know that much, so if I just do something on China it’s 

very interesting because then I can, I know something, and also I (accented) learn 

something from it 

The active, embodied language of ‘do’ (‘I do Scotland or China’) seems to indicate 

agency and choice, even as Lihua justifies these choices on experience. Nonetheless, 
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it seemed to me (as a non-Asian) that when Lihua spoke about her home environment 

the familiar was intrinsically Chinese. It appeared Chinese was invisibly embedded in 

aspects of Lihua’s material and immaterial lived experience, whereas by contrast 

aspects of Scottish culture seemed more visible and able to be replicated. 

 

7.1.3 Other Home Allegiances 

As discussed in the previous chapter, much of Lihua’s early conversation with me 

was about how much she and her sister Lucy missed playing computer games. In 

addition to their imaginary puffle play, in these early days the girls had drawn 

themselves a keyboard to aid imaginary computer play. They came up with the idea 

when they were playing at having a job and in Lihua’s words they ‘really liked it’ 

(Lihua chat, 10/11/11), so they kept finding new ways to incorporate their keyboard 

drawing in their games. 

 

Image 22: Lihua & Lucy's Computer 
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When their shipment of possessions finally arrived in this new-to-them country and 

their old laptop was found, the girls were very excited. However, due to the struggle 

with the local language, one of the immaterial aspects that put them at a distance from 

their new surroundings, difficulties were encountered with arranging Internet 

connection in the family’s apartment, and this was then delayed for further weeks. 

The girls again created play opportunities that adapted to the situation, for example, 

by producing a PowerPoint presentation based on a comic book Lucy had written 

about imaginary twin sisters. The material object of the computer was a thing present 

in many happy everyday play experiences for Lihua. When the Internet was finally 

connected, it seemed Internet worlds, most particularly the world of Club Penguin 

which tended to dominate her iScape (Mallan, et al., 2010), provided much loved 

spaces of play and belonging for Lihua. Unlike China, the world of Club Penguin was 

both familiar and visible, and unlike her ties to Scotland, Lihua was an authorised 

(passport-holding) member of the Club Penguin community.  

 

In my early discussions with Lihua she reiterated an optimistic theme that things 

would be better when certain milestones were reached, such as, the Internet connected 

at home, or a more functional computer was purchased. Also, Lihua seem to be 

actively accommodating the local culture she had just been placed within. She listed 

the local language as one of ‘her’ languages in her initial interview, even though she 

had only had a very few beginner lessons at that time. Over the course of the research 

year she went on her first skiing holiday in the local mountains, visited the birth house 

of a famous composer who had lived in a nearby town, and described to me a happy 

birthday spent with her family and a friend at the city amusement park. It is possible 
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that with time and familiarity Lihua will build new anchors of embodied belonging 

connecting her to her new placement (Nette & Hayden, 2007). 

 

7.2 RANIA 

Rania was born in Bangladesh, as were her parents and elder sister. When she was 2 

and her elder sister was 9, the family moved to the country in which the research was 

undertaken. Rania was a reliable attendee at weekly chats and often simply sat down 

and started talking at length about something that had happened in her life without me 

asking her any questions, and often without any reference to things recorded in her 

journal. Rania spoke quickly, at length, and often with jumbled syntax. During the 

year that I spent at the research site, Rania was a student in Grade 4, in a different 

class group from Lihua. This section is divided into two parts. The first binds together 

some of the topics of Rania’s conversations through a contextual perspective, 

contrasting her experiences under adult supervision, with those happening in 

unsupervised spaces. The distinction between these spaces seemed important to 

Rania. The second part is comprised of a loose grouping of individually titled sections 

that transverse digital worlds and cultural worlds to explore Rania’s allegiances and 

subjective positionings.   

 

7.2.1 Supervised and Unsupervised Spaces 

Utilising Proposition 1, ‘relationships between the material and immaterial are 

relevant to how literacy is spatialised’, this section considers the ways in which Rania 

perceives different (im)material qualities within the different spaces she encounters. It 

begins with an account of experiences that Rania undertook in supervised spaces. In 

this context, supervised spaces refer to activities undertaken under the observation of 
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a parent, teacher or other responsible adult. An example of this was Rania’s 

discussions about going to the mosque on Saturdays for Bengali and (initially) Koran 

lessons. Rania’s learning within the space of the mosque is recounted through the 

immaterial aspects of how she is spoken to and what she is expected to do.  

Rania chat 22/03/12 

The teacher keeps telling us what to do. (…) we wrote already our letters that she told 

us. She says to do them again. Again! Again!  

The pedagogic style Rania encountered is unfamiliar to her as she attends a school 

based on constructionist, play-oriented, inquiry-based educational philosophies. In the 

mosque, she attended classes in which she was asked to undertake rote tasks, such as 

repeatedly practicing writing individual letters. Rania therefore found her Bengali 

lessons notably different, and not in keeping with her understanding of how to be a 

student. She judged her Saturdays at the mosque to be worthless as learning 

experiences. She did not discuss anything that indicated these Saturdays were cultural 

events to which she belonged. She had already written the ‘letters that she told us’, 

and her learning experiences there involved little else.  

 

While Rania continued to learn Bengali at the mosque, her religious education was 

relocated from the mosque into the space of her home. This involved the hiring of a 

private tutor, but Rania didn’t like him. Rania reported that her mother, under Rania’s 

instruction, worked to persuade Rania’s father that Rania did not need a Koran tutor.  

Rania chat 22/03/12 

I did not like him (her Koran tutor) so much cause he spits on people when he says the 

letters. So after when I went to my country, (…) I did not go back to him, I forced my 

Mum not to take him. My Dad says I’m okay with him (her Koran tutor) but I told my 
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Mum I’m not. So she’s trying to persuade him (her father) so now I don’t go with him 

(her tutor). 

While in an immediate sense Rania’s Koran lessons have moved from a public 

religious space to a private religion-infused space, it seemed that there were larger 

cultural spaces also present within this literacy practice. Rania said that her Koran 

tutoring had started to slip away after she had visited Bangladesh. This may indicate 

that in some ways this learning was connected to the family’s sense of belonging to 

their Home community. One aspect of this may have been fitting in when they were 

on Home Leave, occupied with the events and relationships they encountered in 

spaces there.  

 

While Rania’s family (and extended family) were stakeholders in decisions around 

her extra-curricular learning, Rania’s own wants pointed towards this as a complex 

situation. Eventually Rania’s mother as tutor had replaced the hired tutor, although 

this seemed to have quickly become an irregular activity. Rania inferred that the 

reason for this was her busy schedule of after school activities in the immediate 

environment of her school surroundings -  

Rania chat 22/03/12 

J. So how often do you do that? (Koran studies) At a certain time always every week 

with Mummy?  

R. No I read it sometimes to her. (…) I stopped when, when I came after my country, 

when I started school, cause I have choir on Wednesday, on Thursday I have science 

detective, and on Friday I’m going to start computer club. 

For Rania, being a member of social groups within the school, for example, the large 

and popular primary school choir, seemed to have precedence over other kinds of 

cultural groups connected with her at-home life. Rania’s mother appears to 
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sympathise with this prioritising; Rania’s father may not. Rania needs to negotiate her 

position utilising her mother’s authority.  

 

The literacy practices described so far centre on the immaterial acquisition of 

knowledge – linguistic, religious and musical – and a wide scope of culture, belief, 

and family guidance. With reference to more playful literacy practices undertaken in 

supervised spaces, Rania talked of playing Tic Tac Toe with guests in the company of 

her mother. In rather stark contrast to Tic Tac Toe, Rania wrote about playing Truth 

or Dare as a play activity in ‘unsupervised’ spaces. Rania described Truth or Dare as a 

group activity in which you ask a question ‘and they have to say the truth, if you don’t 

you must take one piece of clothing off’ (Rania chat, 01/03/12). When I questioned 

Rania about this, she described it as a game to play on sleepovers and noted that ‘in 

sleepovers you should do it cause nobodys around actually’. This slightly 

contradictory comment about a social game illustrates Rania’s perception of different 

qualities within the different spaces she experiences, those supervised by adults and 

those that are not.  

 

As Rania wrote and spoke about playing Truth and Dare in the third person, I was 

uncertain as to how transgressive she viewed the game to be. It also invited unvoiced 

questions as to how she perceived me. In our chat about this game, Rania appeared to 

reach a point in which she couldn’t pursue the conversation with me, or couldn’t 

verbalise the reasons she saw stripping as not acceptable, and so instead reverted to 

the practical aspect of cold exposure.  
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Rania chat, 1/03/12 

If you tell them dare, you ask them to do something, for example, go outside without a 

jacket. When you want to do it sillier, err, you can get, err, it’s quite dangerous, cause 

you can get a cold when you go outside without anything.  

Rania initially suggests that a dare might entail going outside without a jacket. In the 

final sentence it appears that she is going to build up a ‘sillier’ example from this, but 

hesitates. The choice of ‘sillier’ as a descriptor is interesting for its power overtones. 

It is a familiar choice of word for an adult to use to indicate that a child’s behaviour is 

not condoned. From this position of authority, Rania claims such play to be ‘quite 

dangerous’ in terms of physical harm, sidestepping any discussion of morality. 

 

Within the spaces of her school, Rania was immersed in social practices that gave her 

different lived perspectives and experiences from those traditional to her Home 

culture. But activities in the spaces of school were not always supervised. On another 

day I asked Rania about the animated and agitated way I had observed her acting in 

her classroom that morning. In an exaggeratedly quiet voice, as though she was letting 

me in on a secret, Rania discussed a series of incidents that had occurred, which had 

commenced in a concealed space in the library. In the company of Rania and others, 

one of the girls in Rania’s class had decided to remove her top and reposition her skirt 

as a strapless dress. This action revealed the shoulder straps of the girl’s underwear. 

Rania stated that a Grade 3 boy who had been nearby had been a ‘blabbermouth’ 

(Rania chat, 26/04/12) and was telling ‘everyone’ that he had seen the girl’s 

underwear. Rania delivered this information in an exaggeratedly quiet voice, 

emphasising its secret nature.  

 

For Rania, the action of exposing underwear in a semi-public space, and furthermore 
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that the action had been seen by a boy, was somewhat deviant and elicited a thrilled 

response. Yet, near the end of this conversation Aamina, a classmate of Rania’s, came 

into the vicinity. Noticing Rania’s exaggerated manner and whispered conversation, 

she listened into our discussion for a while before, in a normal speaking volume and 

manner, refuting that the incident had been of great drama or importance. It seemed 

that underwear was a material text of different meaning to the two girls. The contrast 

between their positions suggests that quite different discourses circulate in their 

H/homes with regards to appropriate actions and things. Yet the girls seemed 

comfortable with holding different perspectives. There seemed to be no intention to 

be cruel in the way Aamina shared her opinion, and Rania didn’t appear to be 

troubled that Aamina viewed the situation differently.  

 

A last example of Rania’s separating of supervised and unsupervised spaces is found 

in her reports of her sister’s violation of her computer time by playing games instead 

of completing her homework. This was troubling to her. (A situation reported by a 

number of participants who shared computers with elder siblings, as noted in the 

previous chapter.) In the next subsection, one of three considering Rania’s 

interactions across online and offline worlds, the discussion still hovers near to the 

idea of supervised/unsupervised space.  

 

7.2.2 Finding Digital Worlds that Fit 

In the next two subsections, the ways in which Rania’s immaterial responses to digital 

worlds are materialised in the journal texts Rania creates about them are explored. In 

this way Rania’s journal entries are viewed as rich with ‘traces of social practice’ 

(Burnett et al. 2014, p.96). This is representative of Proposition 3, ‘literacies are 
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materialised in things’. While the journal text is the only remnant of these instances of 

Rania’s activities, they are bound to the now-gone moment in time and space during 

which Rania played these games or undertook particular research within digital 

spaces, and the person she was then. 

 

The first of the journal texts to be considered is a two-page entry (Image 23) that 

describes a game called Hobo Prison. This particular entry stands out because the 

content of the game appears noticeably different to Rania’s preferred kind of digital 

game. Hobo Prison is a fighting game set in a prison. The weapons used are bodily 

secretions. In her journal Rania writes of the use of blood images in the game – ‘lots 

of bloods gets out’. Rania reports on these images but doesn’t reflect on her reaction 

to them. (A number of the children did speak of their dislike of images of blood.)  

 

 

  

Image 23*: Extract from Rania's Journal (2) 
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Rania writes that she didn’t ‘much enjoy’ the game, but the text appears to link this 

lack of enjoyment with the fact that she found the game challenging, rather than 

discomfort with the game’s content. While it stands out as quite different from other 

games Rania writes about playing, in this material remnant of her play experience 

there is little to signify how Rania responded to the content of the game in her first 

moment of encounter with it.  

 

There are many questions I would like to ask Rania about this text, but, despite the 

research’s design to use the journal as aide-memoire, this text stands alone as an 

artefact. When I played the game, I found it much less offensive than I had interpreted 

it to be from Rania’s description. While her description is accurate, the very simplistic 

nature of the animation reduced, for me, any impact that the content may have had 

from imaginative involvement. Perhaps Rania had a similar lack of belief in the 

semiotic representations, but I cannot make that judgement. What is evident in the 

data is the contrast between this entry and the very next journal entry. In the pages 

following the Hobo Prison entry Rania describes a game called Halloween Fairies in 

which she appears to have enjoyed a full, rich imaginative immersion. Halloween 

Fairies is an avatar dress-up game and appears to be well within Rania’s skill level. 

The sweeping gesture of her final descriptive comment, ‘for a background I did stars 

everywhere’ (undated journal entry entitled Halloween Fairys) could be interpreted as 

a record of imaginative emergence into this fantasy world. To play on the cluster of 

ideas considered in this chapter, Rania felt at home to a much greater extent in this 

world than in the world of Hobo Prison.  
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7.2.3 Finding Cultural Understandings in Digital Worlds 

Mediascapes offer an infinite range of cultural representations, many of which may be 

newer cultural mash-ups. For example, the notion of Halloween Fairies seems slightly 

culturally incongruous, as traditionally Halloween figures represent horror and death. 

On the page following the Halloween Fairies entry in Rania’s journal was a short 

description of a game concerning pumpkins, the second of three Halloween themed 

entries recorded consecutively in her journal. The second page featured a hand-drawn 

facsimile of this pumpkin game, including a rectangle containing the words ‘play 

again’ in the top corner of the image. The third entry in this series was presented in 

the manner of a report on Halloween, (perhaps influenced by classroom lessons in 

report writing) and is illustrated with a small drawing of a bat and a sweet, both in 

keeping with Halloween themes.  

 

Image 24*: Extract from Rania's Journal (3) 
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The third entry (Image 24) commences with a title and proceeds to describe 

Halloween traditions such as ‘treaker treating’ (sic), which Rania describes as ‘going 

to people’s houses to ask for sweets’. In the second half of this report, Rania writes 

that ‘children go to people’s houses and sing a song to give them pudding’. It appears 

from this journal entry that Rania has confused the principally American celebration 

of Halloween with British Christmas traditions that are rarely acted out in current 

times.  

 

It is evident from her journal that Rania had recently encountered Halloween themed 

games in her computer play. She had also been taught British Christmas songs during 

December each year in both her class music lessons and in the school choir, and was 

familiar with the lyrics of ‘We wish you a Merry Christmas’ documenting the 

tradition of carolling door to door and its reward of ‘figgy pudding’. In Rania’s report 

on Halloween it appears that she incorporates traces of these cultural texts resulting in 

her own interpretation of them, a (unintentional) cultural mash-up.  

 

Halloween and Christmas are not traditions directly linked to Rania’s religion or her 

country of heritage, therefore they are unlikely to be emotionally significant 

celebrations in her family home, if they are celebrated at all. In the same way that I 

would find it difficult describe the Eid traditions that would be familiar to her, Rania 

is making her best attempt at decoding Halloween and Christmas and recording her 

understanding. Nonetheless, Rania chose to write a report on these celebrations, 

which demonstrates her interest in the Western traditions that surround her at school 

and in the mediascape. Through their materialisation within her journal, Rania stakes 

a claim of these traditions for herself.   
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7.2.4 Cultural Positioning in Home Worlds 

In the two final vignettes, Rania’s positioning towards Home allegiances is 

considered through her discussion of material objects, firstly clothes, and then 

cockroaches. In this way, the analytical proposal that backgrounds this collection of 

vignettes about Rania, Proposition 3, ‘literacies are materialised in things’, is used in 

an alternative manner to the previous discussions about her journal as an artefact. The 

first vignette draws from a conversation that Rania embarked upon as soon as she sat 

down to speak to me one day. 

Rania chat 26/01  

My sister was playing but I got some culture things from my country from the 

computer like err, like there was this information about the national clothes like the, for 

the boys it’s like something, it’s quite funny, like they have like girls in this country 

wear, these long skirts, but the boys wear it, but you just go inside and you do a knot 

here. And my dad wears it usually at home, and there’s this one that’s really special a 

Punjabi. It’s like a dress for girls but it’s about that long. My Dad wears it.  

Burnett et al. (2014) state that a ‘focus on embodied meaning-making illustrates how 

lives are lived’, noting place, ‘entanglements with objects’, and the lines connecting 

movements through these ‘object landscapes’, as being ways to trace these (p.98). In 

this speech, Rania locates herself in her home space, having perhaps interrupted her 

sister’s computer play so that, most likely for a school assignment, she can conduct 

research on the computer. (This occurred during the same ‘cultural’ unit of inquiry 

discussed with reference to Lihua.)  

 

Crossing over to virtual spaces, in her activity, Rania uses the public Internet to learn 

about ‘culture things from my country’. Whilst she signifies a Home allegiance that 

draws directly from her country of heritage, Rania appears to then separate herself 
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from ownership of the culture. She states that the men’s traditional dress is ‘quite 

funny’ because of its resemblance to Western women’s garments. This commentary 

occurs even though she also reports that she has first hand, familiar experience of men 

dressed in this way in her own home space as her father wears these clothes. 

Nonetheless, Rania resists presenting this garment as a culturally appropriate 

(‘normal’) material object.  

 

At an earlier time, Rania spoke to me about Bangladesh, recounting in a telltale 

manner about the size of cockroaches encountered there. In the style of gossip, this 

information was a second hand account, initially recounted to Rania by an uncle. This 

conversation was particularly striking to me as it was volunteered information, shared 

very early in our very first conversation, when Rania carried on talking after I had 

asked her about which languages were spoken in her home. Despite having visited 

Bangladesh recently, her first account of her Home country to me was a second hand 

report that presented the country in a negative light, due to the signposts of the 

physical presence of large cockroaches.  

 

Rania speaks Bengali with her mother, so linguistically her Home culture features 

prominently in her life. By only being fluent in the one language, her mother may be 

seen as embodying her Bengali heritage to high degree, and yet, as earlier 

documented, Rania’s mother appears sympathetic to Rania’s dwindling involvement 

in Koran lessons. Rania’s father appears to hold different opinions about the 

importance of Rania learning her religious Home culture. Rania’s discussions of her 

elder sister’s actions add different examples of the resisting of H/home discourses, 
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contributing to a picture of complex, and in some ways contradictory, H/home 

allegiances in Rania’s life.  

  

7.3 ASHLEY 

Ashley was in the same Grade 4 class as Rania, and also had an elder sister. A quiet 

girl with a rounded British accent, she had moved to the school from Surrey, near 

London, where she lived in close proximity to her (girl) cousin’s family. Ashley was 

intelligent and attractive, with an easy, sensible manner, and had a small, close circle 

of friends at school. In classroom observations I noted her focus, her calm, and her 

polite manners, a model student even when faced with unprepared teaching moments 

and disruptive classmates. She wrote neatly and reliably in her journal, mostly 

recording her play on digital games and in digital worlds, sometimes with quite 

sophisticated editorial comment added. Ashley documented a brief sojourn with 

Moshi Monsters early in the year, but decided that she didn’t like the site. Shortly 

after this, over the course of the long winter, she became thoroughly immersed in the 

world of Club Penguin. The following subsection concerns Ashley’s travel in her 

Spring break. After this, a second subsection discusses Ashley’s travel across digital 

worlds.  

 

7.3.1  Visiting (a) Home 

During the spring holidays, Ashley visited Nigeria for the first time. Ashley didn’t 

know what to expect from the trip and was apprehensive about it. While Ashley was 

born in England, her parents were born in Nigeria and Ashley described her 

nationality as ‘a bit of both’ (Ashley, 1st Interview). Ashley’s cousin and her family 

had recently moved back to Nigeria from England, and Ashley had Skyped with her 
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cousin regularly through this relocation.  Ashley’s cousin would also be on school 

holidays during Ashley’s visit but Ashley wasn’t sure what they would be doing.  

 

One anecdote that illustrates Ashley’s confusion about their impending trip concerns 

buying new clothes for the event.  

Ashley chat, 22/03/2012 

We had to go shopping for stuff and because they think, in Nigeria, if you’ve lived in 

London and you come and you’re not wearing nice clothes or something, they will 

think ‘where have you been!’ or something. I don’t know, it’s what my mum says, that 

they think that, but I don’t know.  

It appears from this comment the trip to Nigeria was a complex, and perhaps a 

stressful event, for Ashley’s mother. This may have fed into Ashley’s anxiousness 

about the trip. Her mother was keen for the family to be well presented. The 

implication is that the family should show material evidence of economic success, 

possibly as a justification for moving away from this H/home environment. Drawing 

from Proposition 3, ‘literacies are materialised in things’, this example highlights the 

ways in which clothes can become texts rich with meanings. 

 

Yet the influence of Ashley’s H/home literacies did not only travel in one direction, or 

focus on one set of discourses (economic success). Ashley was usually dressed for 

school in a tidy, somewhat conservative manner, her hair in two tight neat bunches or 

buns high on the sides of her head. On her return from Nigeria, I was struck by the 

dramatic differences visible in Ashley’s appearance. Her whole appearance seemed 

transformed, Africanised, because she returned with a head full of thin, flowing, corn-

rowed plaits. While Ashley had travelled to Nigeria as a middle-class English girl, she 

had been sent back as an African girl with clear signs as to where she had been, at 
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least so it seemed. Despite my being blindsided by this material change, with its 

indication that Ashley was firmly positioning herself with reference to the Discourses 

(Gee, 1990) she had recently been surrounded with, when I asked about her 

experiences, it was evident that Ashley was not as fully immersed in Nigerian culture 

as her appearance implied, particularly as she was just as eager to discuss her 

computer play since she had arrived back as she was her family holiday.  

 

Immaterial ‘experiences, memories, feelings and perspectives’ (Burnett et al. 2014 

p.96), important aspects of literacy practices, take on a materialised dimension when 

translated into textual recounts, as noted in Proposition 3, ‘literacies are materialised 

in things’. In the following paragraphs such ‘fixing’ practices result in a snapshot of 

Ashley’s Home Leave experiences. I have divided her recount into two parts, recall 

centred on atmospheric experience, and, recall focusing on observed social practices 

that stood out as other/unique to Ashley. Firstly, the atmospheric memories that 

Ashley carried back from Nigeria to our Grade 4 corridor desk (which typically 

looked out onto grey skies and a fairly quiet suburban street) were the very warm sun 

– playing outside in the sun with her cousin - being told to move out of the sun into 

the shade; and the traffic – people hanging off the sides of crowded buses – waiting in 

traffic jams for hours – robust talk between drivers. These sensually rich experiences 

of Nigeria were now travelling within Ashley, even though they contrasted to the 

physical surrounds she and I interacted in and the spaces that she typically considered 

as home.  

 

The second variety of recount focused on Nigerian social practices. One recount 

centred on her judgement that the people ‘were nice’ (Ashley chats, 19/04/12). This 
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was, Ashley said, because strangers talked to her. Ashley discussed how she had been 

initially unsure as how to react to this social practice. Her immediate response was 

that as she didn’t know the people she shouldn’t interact with them. She said that her 

internal message was -‘Hey, I don’t know you’. Ashley’s response would be seen as 

normal in the socially formal society of the research site’s host city. It is also the 

social norm, a quiet keeping to one’s self, within middle class areas of London. More 

generally, Western ‘danger’ discourses lead to children being cautioned about 

speaking to strangers. Therefore Ashley had needed to be taught differing Nigerian 

social practices by a family member. She passed on this experiential wisdom to me: 

Ashley chat, 19/04/2012 

But it’s really, it’s really, the people are nice though, because if me and my cousin were 

playing in the sun and it was already hot and then this person was like ‘Hey lady get 

out of the sun because it’s too hot for you’, and then it’s like if you are like ‘Hey, I 

don’t know you’ cause if you don’t know the person, then they still talk to you and 

stuff, and you should like respect them.  

Ashley also recounted how she was required to greet her grandmother by ‘kneeling 

down’ (Ashley chat, 19/04/2012) and demonstrated how to do this to me. Her recount 

of this experience crossed temporal and spatial paths as she compared this with an 

enactment of her usual greeting of her own mother – a verbal ‘Hi Mum’.  

 

It was surprising to me that our conversation about Ashley’s experiences in Nigeria 

was interspersed with a long chat about her computer play since returning home. This 

was despite the recentness of her Nigerian visit, her anticipation of it, and the 

importance of the visit, I thought, for someone who was ‘a bit’ Nigerian. During this 

conversation Ashley spoke about both Nigeria, and, the virtual world of Stardoll 

(n.d.), with intensity and purpose. It seemed that Nigeria and her new virtual home, 
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were both places that had become a part of Ashley’s world. In this example, and those 

discussed in the previous chapter Technology, such as Caitlyn’s use of Shelfari as a 

safe space in which she can explore ways of asserting her ‘self’, and, in this chapter 

and the last, the examples of Lihua and Lucy finding a space of affinity and belonging 

in Club Penguin, virtual worlds are seen to take on the form of H/homes in the lives 

of these children. 

 

7.3.2 Moving H/homes 

Ashley described the attributes of the digital (paper) doll site Stardoll as a place in 

which ‘you can make your own person’ and ‘you can make your Stardoll look like 

you’ (Ashley chat, 26/04/12). The game incorporates avatar images with a range of 

skin colours and facial features to represent different cultural backgrounds. This may 

have been one of the reasons Ashley was attracted to the site, although she enjoyed 

the activities the Stardoll world offered, shopping for her avatar, creating an elaborate 

home (suite), and the possibility for social contact with existing friends.  

 

Ashley’s choice to move to this new digital world from another had been thoughtful. 

It had taken time, been reflected upon, and had small scale similarities to the way a 

move between friendship groups, or perhaps schools, or even countries and jobs, 

might have been transitioned. For several weeks before her spring break, Ashley 

reiterated her feeling that she was now a bit bored with Club Penguin and wanted to 

find a new digital world to play in. After her digital relocation, I asked Ashley to 

compare her experience with the two sites:  
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Ashley chat 26/04/2012 

Yeah I like (Stardoll) better because like you can, it’s not penguins it’s actually a real 

person. Well it’s not a real person but it’s a person on the screen instead of just 

penguins, which is kind of boring. 

Ashley now appeared to have completely broken her allegiance to Club Penguin. The 

believability of Stardoll for Ashley was an important aspect of its attraction for her. 

Drawing from Proposition 2, ‘screen-based texts mediate reality in ways that prompt 

shifting relationships between the material and immaterial’ (Burnett et al. 2014), and 

looking into the perceptions of belief that happen at the interface of digital tools, it 

seems from Ashley’s comment that she is no longer able to move beyond the 

representations of penguins on Club Penguin, and take the leap into her imagination 

necessary to become immersed in this Internet world. While on earlier occasions 

Ashley spoken to me about not wanting her Puffles to run away, the believability that 

allowed such emotional connections was no longer functioning. Instead she was an 

infatuated new arrival into the Stardoll world, easily able to bridge off- and on-line 

worlds, and immerse herself emotionally into a new virtual home. Ashley suggested 

that the appeal of Stardoll is because the characters are ‘real’, as in human-like 

representations, or perhaps more specifically, Ashley-like representations. 

 

When Ashley spoke about her visit to Nigeria, I thought it would be the sole focus of 

my writing about her. Both the atmospheric and social differences it offered were rich 

in terms of lived experience and allowed Ashley to make meaning out of a real place 

that she previously only had an imaginative perception of. When considering the 

digital worlds that Ashley inhabited, it seemed to me that they were somehow less 

real than Nigeria, in that they were less sensual, less hot, colourful, noisy and 

pungent. However, on reflection Ashley’s everyday spaces also offered real 
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experiences, emotional connections and social practices, no less relevant to who she 

is.  

 

The unremarkable experiences and stuff of Ashley’s life create a habitat that is 

important to her. And, perhaps some of the differences Nigeria provided resulted in 

conflicting reactions for her, such as the fewer opportunities her visit allowed for 

digital playtime.  

 Ashley chat, 26/04/12 

In Nigeria they don’t really have computers, well they have computers, but nobody 

really has one because it’s so hot outside everyone thinks you’re mad to be inside all 

day, cause the weather’s really good so you can go outside and play instead.  

For most of the time Ashley lives her life in a quite different environmental setting 

from Nigeria. In the long, cold winter of the climate she lives in, (and the short winter 

days she previously experienced in Surrey) comfortably settling inside and visiting 

another world virtually, Ashley is in a viable place in which to be herself in a moment 

of time, as a citizen of Stardoll, formerly a citizen of Club Penguin. (Not a ‘bit of 

both’ worlds but a choice that Ashley laboured over and took under careful 

consideration.) The element of choice and autonomy, the lack of need of anyone to 

advise her of social courtesies and expectations, perhaps also adds to the sense of 

belonging and comfort found in her choice of digital worlds.  

 

7.4 EDWARD 

On one occasion I asked Edward if he would prefer to live where he was, in the city in 

which he had spent most of his life, or in another place. He replied that he liked the 

city in which he was living, adding that he would ‘like to move to England, but all the 

hassle of moving and missing my friends – it kinda makes me want to stay’ (Edward 
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chats, 08/03/12). In this section Edward’s co-existing subjective positionings as 

English, and as International are considered. The first part is an extended profile of 

Edward, noting his family makeup and relocations, and his social networks. The 

second part considers Edward’s day-to-day home life. In both parts, Proposition 1, 

‘relationships between the material and immaterial are relevant to how literacy is 

spatialised’ guides the analysis.  

 

7.4.1 Background  

Edward had been a student in the International School in which the research was 

undertaken since kindergarten. He and his two brothers had moved to the school’s 

city a year earlier, when his mother commenced working for a United Nations 

affiliated organisation. Prior to this move he had lived in two other European 

mainland countries, the more recent due to his mother’s employment, and the earlier 

with his father prior to his parents’ separation. His British father had worked in this 

country for most of Edward’s life, with the exception of two years recently spent in 

the country in which the research was undertaken. Despite international employment 

and his parent’s separation, the family was close. They appeared to have a high 

degree of spatial stability, shifting between three H/homes, in three proximate 

countries. 

 

For Edward, as for the other children, co-present social interaction with his extended 

family was clearly demarcated by time and place. Edward’s family visited England on 

a number of occasions during the course of the year, to see if his ageing grandfather 

‘was doing okay’ (Edward chat, 19/04/12). During these visits the family stayed with 

the grandparents, which Edward claimed was ‘really fun’ (Edward chat, 19/04/12). In 



 

 228 

addition to this, his paternal grandmother (a widow) regularly travelled to mainland 

Europe and stayed in Edward’s home. On one occasion Edward spoke about her 

impending visit to celebrate her birthday, remarking that he was looking forward to 

this and planning to make her a cake. Edward and his brothers also travelled to meet 

their father, such as meeting up for a regular winter skiing holiday.  

 

In his free time at home Edward liked watching television. He was a big fan of The 

Simpsons. He also enjoyed watching things on YouTube as relaxation, either 

watching funny videos or music videos, or using the site to find cats to draw, a long-

standing hobby. Edward pointedly stated at his first interview that he no longer played 

computer games, an activity he had enjoyed when he was younger. (Neither Edward 

or Lauren attended the Grade 6 computer club.) With this declaration it seemed that 

Edward was distancing himself from the group of gamers within Grade 6 (which 

included Ryan). During the course of the year it emerged that there were games that 

Edward played for periods of time, including Boggle Online, Cut the Rope, and 

particularly his FIFA game in the offline X-box platform version. Perhaps the lure of 

these games overwhelmed Edward’s resistance to playing games, or the part these 

games played in his life felt ‘natural’, or the selection of games he played were 

marked as ‘okay’ amongst his social group, but for whatever reasons, it seems that 

Edward saw himself as so distanced from the gamer boys who played Minecraft 

together, that his play was not self-defining.  

 

Edward also had a Facebook account but spent little time on it:  

Excerpt from Edward 1st Interview (at approx. 7 mins) 

E. Oh, umm, I have an account but I don’t use it that often, I only use it to talk to my 

friends who’ve moved away or umm just talking to my friends without calling each 
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other, but I’ve been trying to stop getting addicted to Facebook and I haven’t gone, I’ve 

decided not to go on it. I haven’t gone on for a week. 

J. So have there been times when you have gone on every day?  

E. No, sometimes I went on twice, three times a week but never really got too addicted 

and I didn’t want to get too addicted, so umm I tried to stop before I got too addicted.  

The number of times that Edward uses the word ‘addicted’ in this extract is striking. 

Facebook wasn’t an Internet world he made a priority because he viewed it as quite a 

dangerous space. Yet Facebook was a digital world that Edward perceived as being 

‘just a little less’ (Edward 1st Interview) popular than YouTube amongst the grade 

level and Edward was a popular and socially conscious person. In his offline life 

Edward didn’t always like the way his current friends managed their Facebook use:  

Excerpt from Edward 1st Interview (at approx. 8 mins) 

My friends are on Facebook all the time and they are talking about Facebook and umm, 

if I go over to their house they are normally on Facebook and then once I’m there umm 

they realise I’m here so they err get off and we play other things. 

Nonetheless, Edward did use Facebook as a space to message old friends who had 

moved to different schools and countries. He disciplined himself as to how often he 

logged into the site, limiting himself to no more than two or three sessions a week.  

 

Edward had extensive social connections in addition to the friendships he maintained 

through Facebook and Skype with boys that had moved away from the school. In the 

spaces of his school worlds, Edward had a strong circle of friends with which he 

played football on the oval at break time. A third group of friends lived in the same 

country but didn’t attend the International School. Edward had met this group in the 

international pre-school that he had attended in his first year in the country. In this 

tally of friends, all were drawn from the international community. These boys 
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connected through the phone, and in Internet spaces, and met up regularly in each 

other’s homes. 

 

Edward also had the opportunity to make friends in the local community. He spoke 

the local language well, and played football for a local team. (His mother was multi-

lingual and language learning was promoted as a highly valued asset in Edward’s 

home.) However, Edward said that he did not feel a part of the local football team 

socially, and seemed unconcerned about this. During our discussions three years 

earlier, Edward had played for an international football group on Saturdays and this 

had formed the backbone of his, and his family’s, weekend socialising. He was now 

too advanced a player for that kick-about group, which was why he had relocated to 

the higher-grade local team. Yet despite his sociable nature, Edward hadn’t made 

friendships that stretched outside of his practice times. Edward’s ambition was to join 

the International School football team instead, as soon as he was old enough to apply.  

 

Utilising spatial perspectives in a literal, stylised conceit, Figure 5 draws from the 

idea of the grass fields Edward plays on to represent Edward’s different networks as 

social fields with which he has varying degrees of closeness. In these different spaces 

of social relations, Edward interrelates with certain defined groups of people in 

mutually recognised ways, an idea that draws from Bourdieuian theory. These six 

groups of people are comprised of three groups with which Edward is in almost daily 

contact, and which form his core social network, his mother and brothers, his father 

and grandparents, and his friends at school, and three groups with which he has more 

sporadic contact and/or less formative contact, his friends who have moved away 
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from the International School, his friends from pre-school, and the local sports team 

he plays for.    

 

Figure 5*: Edward's Social Fields 

Literacy practices are constructed in both on and offline spaces in each field, except 

that of his old friends who have moved away from the school, relationships that only 

exist in online spaces, and, his football team, with which he only has face-to-face 

exchanges. Material and immaterial spaces, and material and immaterial things (for 

example, footballs and talk about football, digital games with multiple controllers and 

online digital networking spaces, birthday cakes and shared links to funny videos) 

work across all of the terrains to construct meaning and memories and connections in 

Edward’s world. This figure also lists discourses and topics of conversation that might 

be present within these different social fields. The next two subsections pursue these 

ideas and consider how Edward may negotiate these differing discourses.  
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7.4.2 Homeground 

From Edward’s mother’s perspective, ‘very much part of the identity (her sons) wish 

to acquire is to be proper English lads’ (Edward’s Mother’s Interview). ‘Proper 

English lads’ refers to a range of unspecified social practices that Edward’s mother 

perceives is important to her sons. However, she considers that these social practices 

are possibly not attainable by her sons because of their geographical distance from 

‘proper’ English society, a social field that she defines by linguistic boundaries. The 

boys had, ‘lived all over the place and never lived in a proper English speaking 

country’. Edward’s mother does note that this is only ‘part’ of the ‘identity’ her sons 

desire. Later in our conversation she noted that her sons ‘mix most naturally’ with 

other ‘internationals’.  

Excerpt from Edward’s Mother’s Interview (at approx. 23 mins.) 

(…) I think it is important for them to have an identity. They mix most naturally I 

suspect with other kids from a similar background who are Internationals, umm like 

most International kids (…) 

In this segment, Edward’s mother acknowledges that her sons’ identity as Third 

Culture Kids provides a comfortable place of belonging for her children, a view 

somewhat in conflict with her suggestion that they want to be ‘proper English lads’.  

 

Notions of identity and belonging, and the complex ways these two seemed 

intermeshed in Edward’s family life, was a strong theme of this interview. For 

Edward’s mother, Home, as in an allegiance to England, had a:  

Excerpt from Edward’s Mother’s Interview (at approx. 25 mins.) 

Lot of influence because we are British, we are English whatever you want to call it, 

and other people say that our house kind of exudes an English attitude to life. Umm, of 

course I think that we’re not very English, because we have lived away for such a long 
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time. (…) Because their dad lives, has lived in (a European country) for so much of 

their time and they spent quite a bit of time there, I think they have, and two of them 

were born there, they have quite an affinity with (the country of their father’s 

residence) and it’s very interesting their affinity seems to be where their parents come 

from not where they are.  

Having a national identity seemed important to Edward’s mother. Similar to Edward 

claiming himself to be a footballer, and not a gamer, his mother seems to claim her 

sons as British rather than less concrete notions of being ‘internationals’.  

 

Material and immaterial things are markers of a sense of belonging to England for 

Edward’s mother. In their home she provided access to English newspapers, sports 

magazines, and British television. Accessing this nationalised mediascape confirms 

her sons’ Britishness to their mother; a subjectivity which she seems to view with a 

sense of cultural superiority.  

Excerpt from Edward’s Mother’s Interview (at approx. 24mins) 

But they certainly consider themselves English and they use what they see, what goes 

on around them in the media to reinforce that impression, i.e. they watch no (local) TV 

– I can’t really blame them for that, (the neighbouring country) TV is no better, so it’s 

partly an identity thing, and partly that they really don’t like what they have available 

here.  

Edward’s mother also suggested that her sons had a sense of allegiance to their 

father’s country of residence. This was demonstrated through their support of this 

country’s sports teams. England was their first choice, but in its absence the boy’s 

would barrack for their father’s (host) country’s teams, placing them ahead of their 

current country of residence, despite the long time the boys had lived there.  
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During my interview with Edward’s mother, certain words stood out. The most 

marked of these was that Edward’s mother self-identified as an expat, using it in her 

first response. Her use of the term at that moment jarred, and the experience led me to 

considering my own definition of this term. My perception of an ex-pat is highly 

valued laden. I apply it to someone who principally works away from his or her Home 

country for financial advantage. The label did not seem appropriate for professionals 

employed by international organisations working to promote global unity and equity. 

Perhaps because of its historical links to colonialism, the term also seems to carry 

overtones of cultural elitism. Overtones of cultural hegemony seemed to colour 

Edward’s mother’s claiming the national affinity of her sons, and the use of the ex-pat 

label to frame their global mobility seemed to emphasise this.  

 

Edward’s mother also spoke of the period when they lived in France and the older 

boys were enrolled in the local school. She noted that this was an unhappy 

experience, in part due to the very traditional pedagogical style of the school, but also 

because the family was marked as ‘foreigners’ within that community and that there 

were very few other ‘foreigners’. This word also stood out as one not previously used 

during the research process. Finally, the stress given to the adjectives ‘proper’ and 

‘acceptable’, by Edward’s mother was notable, especially for the ways in which these 

words seemed to partner with ‘belonging’ and ‘identity’. It seemed that for Edward’s 

mother there were proper belongings – England (plus their mother?), and acceptable 

belongings – to the country their father works in (plus their father?). There were also 

proper identities – British lads, and acceptable identities – Internationals.  
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There were a few points of departure between Edward’s comments and his mother’s 

perception of Edward’s worlds. While his mother stressed the cultural superiority of 

English television, Edward, perhaps partly as a shared cultural reference with his 

friends, favoured The Simpsons. Edward’s mother saw her sons as ‘over reliant (…) 

on technology’, drawing Edward away from other recreational choices in the home 

(‘he rarely reads a book’), while Edward both distanced himself from a gamer 

subjectivity, and actively disciplined his own use of Facebook, an Internet site he saw 

as addictive. And while football was a prime interest in his life, at no time in our 

conversations did Edward discuss this as a football spectator. In our conversations 

football was about moving, doing, decisions made in the moment, and anticipating the 

actions of others. It was a vital, exciting, embodied social practice centred on Edward 

being in the moment. This was followed through in his FIFA play, in which the 

excitement and complexity of the X-box version, which gave him the opportunity to 

play as, and think as, many players at once, was preferred to the restrictions of 

playing only one avatar in the public space of the online version.  

 

Edward’s mother identified Edward’s love of television, digital worlds, and sport but 

perhaps projected her own ‘ex-pat’ view of these worlds, when for TCK Edward they 

were aligned differently. Football was Edward’s main social activity, and the society 

of footballers and friends he chose was his international colleagues. Similarly, despite 

his evident love of his extended family, when asked about moving away from his 

current location, Edward’s preference was the easy fit of Internationals like him.  

While Edward possibly had the closest alliance with a Home culture/country of all the 

participants profiled in this chapter, his positioning towards his Home country was 
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still complex, and somewhat in conflict with the discourses circulating in his 

immediate home. 

 

7.5 FOUR CASE STUDIES: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

All of the children in this chapter came from well-supported immediate family 

situations, so there was no lack of a clear sense of security and belonging within their 

personal homes. While extended social networks are important, particularly for 

globally mobile families, the roles played by their immediate family in their homes 

are often the most central relationships in their social world (Pollock & van Reken, 

2009). Yet, the (im)materialities framework made visible the ways in which these 

children positioned themselves somewhat at a distance from the H/home ties 

foregrounded by their parents.  

 

In all examples, to some degree, the children did not share the national allegiances 

that their parents’ imagined for them in a straightforward and easy manner. For Lihua, 

an embodied experience of Scottishness overrode the Chineseness that her mother 

presented. Rania operated in different ways in different spaces, actions that seemed 

linked to the multiple cultural worlds she was negotiating. Rania spoke about her 

country and its customs as though she were an outsider, even when they were 

represented as a natural part of the material of her home life. Ashley also seemed to 

view her Nigerian experience through the lens of other, and through the literacies of 

things, notably clothes as texts, it was possible to see the multiple cultural worlds that 

she needed to negotiate. And Edward, while living in a home that might be thought of 

as an ‘ethnic community space’ (Moje, 2004 p.20), favoured the American series The 

Simpsons over the British media that was on offer to him, and the secure social spaces 
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of his current life rather than the discomforts and potential insecurities that he 

recognised would be involved in a move to England.  

 

The globally mobile participants in this research appeared to be dealing with complex 

notions of how they fitted into an often-used classification, their nationality. It seemed 

that there was a space for these children to be placed into, for example, Chinese, 

Bengali, Nigerian, or English, that the children resisted, or in other ways didn’t quite 

fit. These conflicts didn’t appear to be of day-to-day concern to the children, but 

surfaced in response to schoolwork centred on cultural histories, or perhaps when 

Home Leave was close. Within the spaces of the school, it appeared that most 

children experienced a sense of belonging as co-members of the globally mobile 

community. The acceptance of new arrival, Scottish Lihua, by her class is an example 

of this, and indicates that her fellow students accepted a wide range of possible 

‘H/homes’ in each other’s make-up. Although, there was no indication that the full 

extent of what H/home might entail to these children was explored in the school 

activities they embarked upon.  

 
While the school sought to honour the children’s identities by foregrounding their 

Home country, paradoxically that attempt was at odds with the more complex sense 

of belonging and cultural subjectivities that these children have. For Ashley, a British 

world in which a Club Penguin membership card could be bought at Tesco 

supermarket was embodied and real. Her Nigerian heritage was unknown, induced 

apprehension, and then when experienced was viewed through the eyes of the other. 

Even Edward, despite having ‘two parents of the same nationality, whose 

grandparents live in the country of that nationality and are visited regularly’, a profile 

that Hayden (2012, p.67) posits at one extreme of the TCK scenario, leans towards 
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preferring the community of his globally mobile friends, friends for whom his ‘way of 

life is unchallenged and accepted’ (Sears, 2011, p.79). Beyond the confines of 

International Schools, more broad understandings of the realities of ‘cultural 

complexities’ in communities, would work to break down the boundaries between 

TCKs and others, and allow globally mobile children more understanding and 

acceptance as they move into new communities. 

 

In the example of another participant Caroline, whose father was a local national but 

whose mother came from the USA, the social fields of mixed national allegiances that 

comprised the habitus of the school, was a more comfortable space than the local 

community she had spent her entire life in. The theme of belonging is central to much 

TCK literature (Pollock and van Reken, 2009; Hayden, 2012; Nette and Hayden, 

2007; Grimshaw and Sears, 2008; Sears, 2011; Greenholtz and Kim, 2009; Fail et al. 

2004). For many children in this study, virtual worlds provided a sense of belonging 

and continuity, a virtual H/home of sorts. Areas of (national) Home space(s), 

(immediate) home space, school spaces, virtual spaces, and to a lesser degree local 

community spaces were all seen to contribute in different ways to the subjective 

positioning of the participants.  

 

While Edward played computer games and enjoyed downtime on YouTube in his 

home, he was in no way as reliant on Internet worlds as some of the other children. In 

my earlier research involving Edward (Hannaford, 2012), I drew from 

Csikszentmihalyi’s outline of the attainment of happiness (2002) to suggest that the 

effort Edward put into developing his football skills allowed him to obtain some 

control in his social life. His good playing ensured him some degree of social 
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popularity amongst the other sport-loving boys. Because of his close ties to his 

extended family, and to old and new ‘international’ footballing friends, the need for 

alternative digital worlds as sites of belonging was not as great for Edward. Lihua and 

Lucy, who had just moved and had more fragile connections to extended family, had 

a greater need to find other kinds of anchors of home and belonging.  

 

During our time together Lihua and Lucy were transitioning through a major 

relocation and a number of other children were aware of impending moves. It might 

be assumed that these moves caused various kinds and various degrees of discomfort. 

Yet departing and moving on was a topic that was rarely raised by the children. As a 

contrast to the discomforts or gentle resistance or quiet confusions that relocations 

and H/home allegiances conferred on the children, the restraints and expectations that 

gender classifications presented daily, was a clearly stated topic. In the next chapter, a 

cluster of ideas around gender is considered.  
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CHAPTER 8 GENDER 

This chapter addresses the children’s views on gender, and the complex positionings 

they took up in relation to the gendered discourses and practices around them. Gender 

was an important concern for the children in the study, and therefore an area 

warranting closer analysis. The chapter’s main focus is how individual students 

negotiate the gendered discourses that circulate in their lives, and if and/or how these 

children’s status as TCKs, and the experiences that follow on from this status, factor 

into their gendered lives.  

 

My own feminist positioning influences the discussion of vignettes in this chapter. It 

has led me to view certain ways in which the research site operates as problematic 

over the course of my connection with the school. While the school has an 

institutional dialogue about openness and equality around national and religious 

difference, there is no such dialogue around gender (or class) and an apparent lack of 

awareness that this might need to be addressed.  

 

An example of this lack of awareness is the school’s institutional reiteration of 

stereotypical dominant discourses of masculinities and status through sports 

achievement. A case in point is the powerful positioning of the senior boys’ rugby 

team within the school culture (reminiscent of British public schools). A large 

proportion of the school newsletter is given over to reportage of this rugby team’s 

activities, including regular front page space heralding their successes, and notably 

their almost successes, achievements that would not be reported on the newsletter’s 

front page for other sports teams of either gender. The members of the senior boys’ 

rugby team are awarded status enhancing white blazers and ties to wear when 
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travelling to their games, and for their team photographs, which other teams of either 

gender do not have.  

 

As with the previous two chapters focused on Technology and Home, the analysis is 

grounded in the four propositions of the (im)materiality model. The chapter is divided 

into three sections to give it structure, however the content of the sections overlap in 

many ways, as do the ideas within this chapter and the previous two chapters. The 

first section of this chapter discusses children who were noticeably vocal about their 

resistance towards gendered positioning. The second section considers children’s 

actions, or conversely, passivity or lack of action as a form of gendered 

performativity. The final section discusses interactions in different contexts.  

 
8.1 CHILDREN’S VOICES  

This section is presented as three brief case studies: Amy, Caroline, and Tristan.  

 

8.1.1 Not a Girlie Girl. Not a Boy Boy: Amy.  

Amy was a fellow classmate of Grade 4 girls, Aamina, Ashley and Rania, but spent 

minimal time with others on the playground. She spent a large proportion of her 

lunchtime sitting with her carer while slowly eating her lunch, time that was 

punctuated by snatches of conversation with the passing adults who greeted her. I did 

not observe her being purposefully snubbed or teased by other students, but neither 

was she overtly included in social groups. In the course of the research year I only 

once observed a student making a friendly overture to Amy outside of the classroom. 

This was a courteous follow-up on the day after Amy and her family had hosted a 

large birthday party to which most of her class were invited.  
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Amy included herself in the classroom social environment as much as her prescribed 

tasks allowed. She appeared to be accepted as part of the class group during the one 

time (over the course of four class observations) I observed her working at a group 

table. On this occasion the children were all doing individual work while the teacher 

was occupied with her laptop at the front desk. The entire class was somewhat 

disruptive on this particular occasion. One boy was finally singled out for a reprimand 

and asked to swap seats with another student. The table that Amy was part of received 

a new person because of this switch. Rather than settling the students down to work, 

this readjustment inspired a fresh round of whispered conversation. Amy was 

included in this and I overheard her give advice to a peer (‘because then you will be 

moved’). Despite this evidence of social inclusion, I mostly observed Amy’s class 

teacher position Amy away from the other students and therefore from the social 

action within the classroom.  

 

Amy appeared to consider herself as ‘other’. In our first interview Amy discussed the 

ways in which she felt different from other people. While to an onlooker Amy looked 

different from other students due to her tiny stature, her tracheotomy, and the constant 

presence of her carer, our conversation about her sense of difference did not occur 

after we discussed her illness or her school experiences. Instead, Amy strongly 

resisted being classified by one particular gender. This was the way in which she felt 

different, or ‘other’.  

Excerpt from Amy 1st Interview (at approx. 31mins) 

J. Okay, and when you say you play, what do you play? 

A. Video games  

J. Such as? 

A. Any games I can find that I can, I got to type in something I haven’t heard of, like, 

umm, I tried this, Ben10 games. It comes up.  
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J. What kind of games? 

A. Ben10. Because I am not a girlie girl and I’m not a boy boy. I’m in the middle, so I 

don’t care. Ben10 games and so I play them and after 10 minutes when I’ve completed 

a couple of levels I just move on to Barbie games or girl games or flute games or 

spelling games and stuff. (pauses) But I don’t like Barbie. 

In this excerpt from our first conversation, Amy recounted an example of how she 

finds games on the Internet. Her first example, Ben10, is a Cartoon Network media 

franchise named after the lead character. During the interview I questioned Amy 

about her choice to clarify the title, as I was not familiar with the Ben10 franchise at 

that time. However Amy misinterpreted the reasons for my query, and deciphered it 

as me questioning her game selection.  

 

To illustrate that she draws from an eclectic choice of the (gendered) media on offer 

to her, Amy states that after playing Ben10 for a while, she may traverse across to a 

different kind of site. The Ben10 narrative features a male protagonist and is marketed 

towards boys. Certain aspects of the Ben10 character may be seen as portraying 

stereotypical young male behaviour, such as not washing or changing his clothes. To 

contrast Ben10, Amy chooses Barbie games, thereby signalling to me, that our 

conversation is centred on gender. Then Amy suggests themes that might be viewed 

as gender neutral, flutes and spelling, as potential search terms that she might also 

choose. 

 

After a short pause at the conclusion of her comment Amy immediately disassociated 

herself from any affinity with the Barbie media franchise. We then discussed this and 

Amy clarified her position towards this stereotypically feminine franchise, and with 

dolls in general:  
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Excerpt from Amy 1st Interview (at approx. 33 mins) 

J. Why don’t you like Barbie? 

A. Because Barbie is like a doll, a plastic doll. And they’ve got… I like the dollies, the 

big stuff, but I mean the little plastic dolls, and they’re advertising you to buy more 

Barbies, and then the little girls will think they are so awesome. They can play, they 

can dance, and they look so weird. And you just get sick of them. 

Through the lens of the (im)materialities framework Proposition 2, ‘screen-based 

texts mediate reality in ways that prompt shifting relationships between the material 

and immaterial’, Amy’s view of ‘Barbie’ is as a multimodal text, the whole 

assemblage (website, dolls, advertising etc) appearing to work together as a meaning 

making system which contributes to the circulation of certain discourses of 

femininity. As in our conversation, this multimodal Barbie text can be called upon to 

represent femininity in everyday meaning-making.  

 

Amy’s resistance to Barbie dolls is complex. She notes that she does enjoy some 

forms of doll play. But Amy is resistant towards the extensive commercialisation of 

the Barbie franchise. Also, Amy views herself as more mature than the Barbie 

audience. Positioning ‘forward’ towards the subjectivities of slightly older children is 

desirable (Pilcher, 2010) and Amy perceives that ‘little girls’ are attracted to Barbie 

dolls. Furthermore, embodied experiences also form part of this particular dollscape 

that Amy rejects. To also draw from Proposition 4, ‘literacies are materialised in 

things’, Amy identifies that part of the Barbie ‘literacy’ is to use the (material) doll 

while dancing and playing, which may seem awesome for ‘little girls’ but for Amy 

‘you just get sick of them’. Barbie dolls are not material things that Amy wishes to 

self-identify with. While Amy perceives the entire Barbie franchise as a meaning-

making system, and has numerous objections towards its immaterial aspects, there is a 
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notably strong resistance on her part towards the materiality of Barbie dolls. She 

speaks about the medium on offer – plastic – in a way that frames the object as 

undesirably different from the larger dolls she likes. The nuanced meanings of plastic 

are also seen in the rejection of their physical appearance – ‘they look so weird’. ‘Big 

dollies’ seem to be positioned differently and more favourably as things to own and 

play with, although Amy doesn’t disclose how she plays with these ‘big dollies’. 

 

Having discussed a range of gendered play literacies, Amy then continued on with the 

theme of gender. She perceived that identifying with one gender was necessary for 

social acceptance, but that this was difficult for her:  

Excerpt from Amy 1st Interview (at approx. 34 mins) 

A. I somehow feel I’m not a girl, I’m not a boy. So I feel that I don’t need to like them, 

(gendered toys/play franchises) but I like them both. I like the boy stuff. I like the girls’ 

stuff. The boys think I’m odd. The girls think I’m stupid because I like boys and then it 

switches and boys hate me because they are embarrassed, the girls love me because I 

like the, the dollies and Barbies, and then it keeps switching and I just think that I’m 

not a girl or a boy. I feel like I’m both. It might be something but that’s how I feel. 

People say I’m a girl but I don’t feel like it, I feel I’m half a girl, I’m half a boy. 

Amy sees it as her choice to embrace both masculine and feminine subjectivities, ‘I 

feel that I don’t need to like them, but I like them both’. However, this choice is 

troublesome for her. While sometimes it gives her wide play options, at other times 

both gender groups reject her because of her tendency to play across gender 

boundaries. In writing about ‘pink boys’, boys who are attracted to clothes and media 

aimed at girls, Padawer (2012; Pink is for Boys, n.d.) suggests that cross gender 

behaviour in young people leads to a tension between the urge to self expression and 

the urge to conform. Amy has been labelled a girl but she does not wish to be 
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constrained within this subjectivity. Intrinsically, Amy does not consider that she 

belongs exclusively to either of the two gendered options that she feels are on offer to 

her.  

 

As our conversation continued, Amy outlined her sense of who she was as a gendered 

person, and how she might express this:  

Excerpt from Amy 1st Interview (at approx. 35 mins) 

A. I feel like I’m a boy and a girl and I feel like I can play any game and I can dress in 

boys’ and girls’ clothes. I can wear boys’ underpants or boys’ t-shirts and I do. And I 

feel like I can do anything boyie and girlie and I just feel I am both  

J. Okay. So tell me something that is boyie to do 

A. Boyie is to play with boys and to umm play with cars and to play Batman, 

Superman, fastest, Robin Hood and Robin. Girlie is when you play Barbies, and umm, 

dollhouse, and when, when, (long pause) umm, look, the book is in between. The cars 

are boys, the Barbies are girls and I feel, and the book is both, and I feel I’m the book. 

Half boy and half girl.  

As highlighted in Proposition 4, which foregrounds the importance of embodied 

experience in meaning-making events, for Amy, choosing and wearing gendered 

clothes is one of the ways in which she can experience her feeling of embracing 

masculine and feminine subjectivities. This embodiment extends to her play life. She 

feels that she can ’do’ either gender, and ‘doing’ may mean either the immaterial 

experience of being a superhero or more materially grounded imaginative play with 

the stuff of dollhouses.  

 

In the concluding point of her discussion on gender, Amy positions herself within 

gendered binaries. Amy considers a book as a thing that is equally masculine and 



 

 248 

feminine, and relates her own gendered positioning to this perceived quality of a 

book. While Amy’s gendered positioning was unique amongst the participants, she 

was not the only participant who wanted to clearly make the point that they did not 

see themselves as neatly fitting into the gendered stereotypes they perceived they 

must adopt. A similar view was expressed by a number of students.  

 

8.1.2  Not Girlie and Mean: Caroline  

During our first interview, I asked Caroline to share with me the ways in which she 

was similar to her friends. In her reply, she firstly spoke about her mutual interests 

with her close friend. Then Caroline began to distinguish herself from some other 

girls in the class, girls whom Caroline had earlier listed as amongst her own friends, 

commenting that ‘those girls, they can become a bit too girlie’ (Caroline 1st 

Interview). Caroline then expounded ‘doing girlie stuff’, performativities which 

encompassed being both mean and nice:.  

Excerpt from Caroline 1st Interview (at approx. 29 mins) 

C. …it’s just they talk about other girls in a mean way sometimes, but they can be 

really nice. And they like laugh the whole time and they do each other’s hair and nails 

and stuff. It’s kind of annoying when they always laugh and talk and stuff.    

J. Do you like doing nails and hair and stuff? 

C. Not really.  

In the subjectivity of girlishness that Caroline describes, the focus is on what the girls 

do. Caroline labels a familiar media discourse and stereotype – the mean girls – that is 

often incorporated into films and other texts marketed towards teenage girls, and 

distances herself from this as a gendered subjectivity. Caroline sees doing girlie as 

laughing, talking and doing ‘hair and nails and stuff’. Drawing from Proposition 3, 

literacies are materialised in things, owning and using things such as hair ties, clips, 
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and nail polish are seen in this circumstance as the material stuff that represent 

girlishness. These material things travel from shops to homes to classrooms and 

playgrounds in shop bags and then school bags, finally becoming part of a group 

representation of girlhood when displayed and shared during unofficial spaces in 

school time and place. Doing and owning appear to be an important part of this 

gendered identification process. In Caroline’s view, the social practices attached to 

the grooming of hair and nails were salient communicators of girlishness. However, 

Caroline did not enjoy or share in these experiences.  

 

Later in this first interview with Caroline, I asked her to describe herself. She returned 

to the girlish subjectivities she rejects and immediately defined herself via her 

gendered sense of self: 

Excerpt from Caroline’s 1st Interview (at approx. 30 mins.) 

I think I’m not really such a girlie girl. I think I like more being outside and yeah.  

In addition to her perceived differences from other girls in her class, because she liked 

being outside, Caroline viewed herself to be less girlie. The activities she enjoyed 

included horse riding and walking her neighbour’s dog. When she played on 

computer games, especially at the beginning of the year when this conversation took 

place, she usually selected games from a portal that had an animated, fictionalised 

horse theme. She enjoyed watching Saddle Club videos and reading horse and other 

animal stories. Once when visiting her family home on a social occasion, she showed 

me her collection of small plastic horses. She enjoyed arranging these in different 

ways on her desk. Caroline spent a lot of time immersed in the ‘horse’ genre without 

seeming to explicitly acknowledge it was highly feminised, heavily populated with 
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girl characters and loaded with ‘things’ marketed towards girls, even if they were not 

pink.  

 

Like her attraction to the gendered subjectivities of horse-fan, Caroline appeared to be 

blind to the ways in which she reproduced many of the girlish behaviours she 

rejected. Explicitly for Caroline, girlie meant: 

Excerpt from Caroline 1st Interview (at approx. 33 mins)  

C. Like always wearing pink and, I don’t know, gossiping? About other people and 

yeah, always like, cause I’m not like (…) F. (and F’s friend) they like, they’re always 

together and they’re sometimes like a gang, but it’s not always in a mean way, but they 

always stay together like you can’t just play with one girl, like they’re always together. 

J. So girlie to you is more to do with behaviour or looks and stuff?  

C. Looks. Well kind of in the middle.  

Caroline saw appearance as the principal distinguishing factor of a girlie identity and 

used the stereotypical notion of wearing pink as an example of this. But mostly 

Caroline understood ‘girlie’ as a way of being. While identifying herself as different, 

Caroline’s day-to-day actions were similar to the girlish behaviour she observed in F. 

As in Caroline’s description of F., Caroline spent a lot of time with her own best 

friend. During my lunchtime discussions with Caroline, her best friend would often be 

a hovering presence and I occasionally felt the need to ask her if she could please 

move outside to the playground where Caroline could meet up with her when we were 

finished. Also, as Caroline repeatedly sought to contradict and soften her 

pronouncement of F. and friend as mean, she herself appeared to be echoing a 

mean/nice dialogue.  
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The two girls whom Caroline distanced herself from attended the Grade 5 computer 

club. Although I do not recall them wearing pink clothes, they were interested in their 

appearance. One girl shared that her email password was the name of an upscale 

American clothing retailer. The girls occasionally purchased clothes from this brand’s 

lines, and desired to buy more. They were also interested in the latest music videos, 

and discussed the book series The Hunger Games at length with me. In summary, 

their interests were different from Caroline’s, and the ways in which they wanted to 

be viewed in the world were different. They appeared to be more aware than Caroline 

that their choices, such as the way they looked, the music they liked, and the books 

that they read, equated with potentially useful social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 

1986). While Caroline had marked these girls out as examples of who she wasn’t, her 

assessment of their difference was filtered through the lenses of gender, particularly 

one that that viewed femininity as a negative thing. While seemingly dismissing 

‘gender’ it seemed that ‘gender’ was of deep interest to her.   

 

8.1.3 Quiet Contradictions: Tristan 

Tristan often played on the Playmobile and the Lego websites. Yet he positioned 

himself as different from others who played in these two digital spaces: 

Excerpt from Tristan 1st Interview (at approx. 23 mins) 

T. They would be like, they would often have like a Lego t-shirt on, and, and they 

would also bring like stuff to school, and like, I don’t know, a Lego car or something 

like that, and yeah, and they would often talk about it. 

While Tristan talked about the ways that being a participant in a digital space crossed 

over into offline social practices, via the use of clothes and ‘stuff’, he also stressed, 

through his mannerisms, and via the picture he was building of himself for me, that he 

was not a part of this Lego affinity group, he didn’t dress or act in the same way. (His 
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favourite ‘stuff’ included Lady Gaga because ‘she’s cool’ - 1st Interview, 8 mins.) 

Tristan understood the Lego world, but he was not a full member of this community. 

Drawing from Proposition 4, meaning-making is embodied, as well as not wishing to 

be identified as a Lego player, Tristan played with Lego differently: 

Excerpt from Tristan 1st Interview (at approx. 23 mins. - continued from above.) 

J. So how would other users, like those people you just talked about, how would they 

describe you? 

T. Umm, umm, maybe like not so, so, so, (stressed) so into Lego. And sort of like, 

sometimes play and not, when play, when I’m playing, not so hard like with so many 

attacks and stuff like that. And like being careful and not breaking the stuff and like 

that.  

In this comment Tristan identifies himself as different from the ‘typical’ Lego player 

because he doesn’t ‘attack’ so often and he tries to be careful and not break things. 

This reminded me of the ways in which Tyler and Ryan would play differently in the 

same virtual space. The boys would sit next to one other in the Grade 6 computer club 

playing on Minecraft; Tyler’s play almost always focused on violent gestures like 

killing wolves, while Ryan concentrated closely on meticulously building castles.  

 

Tristan recognised the gendered nature of digital worlds as a whole, and suggested 

that an identifying feature of boys’ sites was that they were ‘a little more rough’.  

Tristan chat 6/12/11 

J. (…) do you think that some game sites are more for girls? 

T. Yeah. Like the one Bethany always plays is like sort of. I wouldn’t say that a boy 

would play that.    

J. And some are for boys? 

T. Yeah. 
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J. Such as? 

T. Soccer, Basketball, Dinosaur games. Like more, a little more rough.  

Juxtaposing this comment with Tristan’s earlier comment in which he claims that he 

resists playing rough, hints at his awareness of a contradiction between his subjective 

positioning and the discourses that circulate around the play spaces he is offered as a 

boy. The websites that Bethany plays on generally focus on the nurturing activities of 

home-making, cooking, and animal care. These nurturing activities are ‘for girls’ 

while ‘rough’ activities are for boys. However, Tristan’s play often included nurturing 

activities.  

 

Image 25: Extract from Tristan's PowerPoint 

One of these activities was making a PowerPoint slideshow to send to his aunt and 

uncle, who had just had a baby. This PowerPoint had four slides and was comprised 

of tips on how to manage babies. (See Image 25) The slideshow was illustrated with 

photographs, some taken from the Internet, and some of Tristan holding a newborn 
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baby, presumably the one who had inspired the creation of the slideshow. The 

emotional, embodied experience that Tristan encountered quietly and carefully 

holding his newborn baby cousin, inspired him to record his learning about how to 

care for babies onto a slideshow. This gave him a permanent textual record of an 

important but ephemeral event in his life. Tristan described his new baby cousin as 

‘really cute’ and we spent part of our last interview chatting about the different stages 

of development of an infant’s first year. His role as ‘big boy cousin’ was a part of his 

gendered identity, even though this was dissimilar from many of the gendered 

subjectivities his mediascape suggested for him.   

 

Nurturing play was also a part of some of Tristan’s play in onscreen worlds. In the 

Grade 3 Computer Club Tristan was diligent about caring for his moshling, the baby 

monsters of the virtual world of Moshi Monsters. This nurturing behaviour then 

carried back across to his offline worlds. During one club I observed Tristan logging 

out of his own Moshi Monster account, and into his younger brother’s account. He 

then was able to undertake the necessary activities to keep his brother’s monster alive 

for him. He did this, he said, because his brother did not yet understand the 

continuous care (regular site visiting) needed to maintain these virtual babies. During 

the course of the clubs Tristan also helped digital newcomer Miles to become a 

member of Moshi Monsters. Miles also enjoyed nurturing play. He proudly came to 

fetch me so I could see his baby moshling when he first discovered it. Tristan picked 

out boyish computer play as that which involved rough play and destruction, things 

that he was not so fond of. He and Miles found much enjoyment in the nurturing play 

that the gender neutral Moshi Monsters offered, play that is similar to play that occurs 
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on sites directed exclusively at girls. In fine weather, he and Miles also liked to play 

sports and ride their bikes, like many other children.  

 

Amy and Caroline resist the position of girlie in clearly articulated voices. Amy 

describes herself as both half girl, half boy, and as a gender-neutral thing, a book. 

Caroline states that she doesn’t see herself as too girlie. While Tristan voices 

resistance towards that which he perceives to be typically masculine behaviour, it is 

hard to imagine him verbalising that he wants to be seen as ‘not so masculine’. To do 

so may invite a response that breaks away from his gender profiling and questions his 

sexuality. It seems that the girls are, at this age, a little more free from this. Also, 

while it would be contestable to label Tristan’s nurturing activities as specifically 

gendered, in the mediascape these activities are mostly presented as roles for girls and 

women. The intersections of sexuality and gendered discourses, and sex roles and 

gendered discourses, are explored in more depth in the next section. 

 

8.2 CHILDREN’S ACTIONS  

This section discusses the participants’ gendered becoming through action. As in the 

previous section, within this cluster of ideas on gender, a complex interdependence 

and interweaving between gendered discourses and other culturally-determined 

discourses seems to be operating. Within this section, the actions of three girls with 

some degree of shared national background are considered. However, as TCKs, they 

are defined by the diversity of their life experiences rather than their similarities with 

others holding the same passport.  
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When considering discourses of gender in this section, in addition to intermeshed 

cultural discourses, other kinds of discourses are also highlighted. While discourses of 

gender, of sex roles, and of sexuality are distinct (Butler, 1990), in everyday 

experiences these three strands are frequently interwoven (Francis & Skelton, 2008). 

An example of this is seen in the suggestion above that would be unlikely for Tristan 

to proclaim that he wasn’t ‘so masculine’. In the following four-part section, the 

selection of vignettes highlight how these different discourses of sex roles, and of 

sexuality, factor into the gendered subjectivities of some of the participants. The later 

parts of this section discuss children who attended the clubs but were not full 

participants (or ‘cases’) within the study. As earlier noted, to distinguish these 

children an initial is used in lieu of a name.  

 

8.2.1 Doing With Things and Without Doing Things: Hallie  

Despite being an active, involved participant in school life, and coming from a 

socially active family home, in her journal Hallie recorded that she spent a lot of her 

time watching her older brother play on the computer. I found this behaviour 

incongruous and intriguing. I kept connecting Hallie’s behaviour with a kind of acting 

out of femininities by passively watching that I had observed in other situations, such 

as girls (and women) who ‘hung around’ passively watching while their (male) 

partners were occupied with activities such as sports practice or practising in a 

musical band. In this analysis of some extracts from Hallie’s journal, a conversation 

with Hallie, and a conversation with her brother Ryan, I utilise Proposition 3, 

‘literacies are materialised in things’, to consider Hallie’s subjective experience as a 

girl and as a gamer.  
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Image 26*: Extract from Hallie's Journal 

Image 26 shows a typical account in Hallie’s research journal. In it she describes her 

after school time one Thursday. First she sat by her brother and watched him play an 

adventure game on Wii. She recorded the storyline, perhaps for multiple reasons such 

as to stave off boredom, because she enjoys stories, and to fill her journal. Then she 

watched Minecraft videos on the computer. These videos are labelled as ‘Ryan’s 

Minecraft videos’. It is unclear whether Ryan is watching them at the same time, but 

if not, the videos are either selected by her brother or from his store of bookmarks.  

 

 

Image 27*: Extract from Hallie's Journal (2) 
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In another photograph of an entry in Hallie’s journal taken a week later (Image 27), 

she wrote that she was seated at the computer playing ‘for a little bit’. Thirteen 

subsequent lines record Ryan’s play. Hallie’s performance of a ‘passive girl’ is 

materialised in her journal, through her records of watching her brother’s play, 

although this action in turn disrupts her passivity. The persistence of this ‘activity’ of 

passively sitting watching Ryan play continued over the course of the year, as can be 

seen by the next example, a journal discussion held three months later.  

 

At the start of lunchtime on Thursdays, Hallie, Lihua, and Conor were amongst a 

group of about fifteen students who attended a knitting club. On the day on which the 

following discussion took place, I had visited the knitting club to greet the students as 

I frequently did. While I was there, Hallie told me that she knew what she would talk 

to me about later.  

Hallie chat 02/02/12 

J. When I saw you in knitting you said you knew what you were going to talk to me 

about. 

H. Mmmhmm. Well Ryan, he always plays Minecraft with his friends, he Skypes with 

his friends back in America and umm, he plays Minecraft with them on his friend’s 

brother’s server and I listen in and I watch and he does that almost every day.  

J. And what do you think about that? 

H. I don’t really know. It’s just, its kind of fun to sit around and watch what he does. 

J. So tell me what you learn from it or think about it. 

H. Well, they build lots of really cool things and they, you can like model things, and 

it’s just fun to watch how well they can do it.  
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The topic that Hallie had planned to talk to me about was the same topic that she had 

often written about in her journal, watching Ryan play. She reiterates that she uses her 

free time at home was to ‘sit around and watch what he does’.  

 

On this occasion, I questioned Hallie further about why she was watching and not 

playing herself:  

Hallie chat 02/02/12 

J. Have you considered playing on Minecraft yourself a bit more? 

H. A little bit. Umm, sometimes I just think its more fun to watch my brother than to 

play myself. 

J. Can you tell me some reasons for that? What happens when you play yourself?  

H. Sometimes I need lots of Ryan’s help and he gets really annoyed and I guess he can 

just do things better than I can. 

Hallie believed her brother to be better than her at Minecraft, (and possibly other 

games that she observed him play, such as Zelda games on the Wii). When she played 

on Minecraft Hallie leaned on Ryan’s expertise, rather than improving her play 

through experimentation and repetition, and adopting a gamer’s acceptance of failure 

as a natural part of learning (Ramirez, Seyler, Squire, & Berland, 2013). This version 

of Hallie at home with her brother seemed very different to the confident, sociable 

Hallie I observed in her classroom, working in her school books through trial and 

error and without excessive support, enjoying the competitive tactile play of her 

Maths club, and happily socialising with friends and balls on the school playground.  

 

During my discussion with Ryan a little later on this day, I asked him how he viewed 

his sister as a Minecraft player. He was complimentary about her play, describing her 

as ‘sometimes’ making ‘cool stuff’ (Ryan discussion 02/02/12). He specifically noted 
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her skills in utilising ‘a bunch of varied material so that they look sort of like good 

contrasts I guess’. While Ryan, who was quite finicky in his creative work, 

appreciated the material qualities of his sister’s virtual constructions, Hallie never 

expressed pride in her skills or her creations in this home/digital environment.   

 

Another of Hallie’s frequently reported activities was as helper for her mother at 

home. For example, on her return from her Christmas holiday, when I asked Hallie 

how she had been spending her time she replied ‘usually reading or helping Mom’ 

(Hallie discussion 26/01). This picture seemed to attain a gendered dimension when 

compared with some of her brother’s statements, or lack of them. In discussing his 

home life, her brother Ryan did not speak about helping his mother. In our final 

interview, when he said he sometimes needed his father’s assistance with his science 

homework, I asked if his mother also helped him with his homework. He replied 

negatively, speculating that the reason was that she is: 

Excerpt from Ryan 2nd Interview (at approx. 12 mins) 

R. (…)just busier than dad I guess.   

J. Busy with what kinds of things? 

R. Umm, mom stuff. Laundry, washing dishes, err, yeah, cooking. 

In Hallie’s home she may learn that different roles are assigned to different genders, 

notably that the women take on the handling of domestic things.  

 

When comparing my observations of Hallie’s interactions with things at school, and 

her reported activities in her home, the ways in which Hallie uses things seem quite 

different. In school she is an active member of a cohesive social group who were 

always rushing off with their choir folders, showing me things they had made in craft 

clubs, playing with Maths tools or reading books borrowed from one another in their 
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unofficial reading groups, and playing energetic ballgames on the playground. In her 

home space Hallie reports a much more passive life, with much of her leisure time 

spent watching her brother play, rather than playing with him or playing individually. 

The doing time she reports spending at home involves the private activities of reading 

or drawing, occasional computer play and helping her mother. From the early days of 

the research year it seemed to me that there was a stark contrast between the stuff, and 

the way stuff was used, at these two major sites in Hallie’s life.  

 

8.2.2 Being an American Girl: Bethany  

The analysis in this subsection utilises Proposition 4, ‘meaning making is embodied’.  

There were three girls in the participant group who had a strong identification with 

their American heritage, which was often realised through their interaction with 

American textual artefacts. These girls were from different parts of America, had 

different family make-ups, were from different age groups, and had different interests. 

(Another girl, Caroline, who, like Bethany, had one American parent, had never lived 

in America and did not seem to have developed such a well-defined sense of 

Americaness.) One of these three girls was Hallie, as discussed in the last subsection. 

Another was Lauren, the avid Facebook user discussed in Chapter 6, (and later in this 

chapter), who had been a member of my previous research project when she was in 

Grade 3, three years earlier. In a notable incident of this earlier research, I recorded 

that Lauren: 

having tuned into the boys’ conversations and slipped over to see what they were doing 

when they became rowdy, typed the address of a site that the boys had been discussing 

into her browser window, but then she stopped, saying to herself “this isn’t for girls”. 

When I questioned her about this, she said that the site was inappropriate for her but 

not for the boys. She said that her mother had taught her that the boys could do what 
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they want, but that Lauren must choose appropriate, ‘elegant’ actions (Hannaford, 

2012a, pp.113-4).  

Against this background of the gendered actions of Hallie and Lauren, this subsection 

explores the actions of Bethany and the online spaces in which she participated. 

Whilst it is not the intention that universal generalisations about these children’s 

cultural backgrounds are made, I find it difficult not to concede to some similarities in 

the ‘traditional’ ways these three girls spoke about or acted out gendered roles. 

 

In the first Grade 3 computer club, Bethany and Miles were the least proficient 

gamers. While Miles had almost no experience playing computer games, Bethany was 

permitted computer playtime at home, and her mother sometimes sat with her and 

took turns playing on the games Bethany selected. At the end of two semesters of 

computer clubs, Miles was a noticeably more skilled gamer than Bethany. Bethany 

frequently stopped playing games through frustration, and then transversed across to 

start another game from the many different but similar options that her two favourite 

websites offered. (Reminiscent of Hallie’s behaviour, Bethany also spent a proportion 

of her computer club playtime watching Tristan’s play, as will be discussed in the 

next subsection.)  

 

The following except from my journal exemplifies Bethany’s computer play. 

Grade 3 Computer Club Observation Notes 22/11/11 

Bethany has adopted a pet dog. Follows instructions to look after him. Needed sound 

for this. Must say ‘bad dog’ when he barks. This attracted Tristan’s attention – but for a 

very short time. Bethany stops because of frustration – can’t get rid of toy car so she 

can follow other instructions. (I felt frustrated too.)  

Tries another new game. Finds it hard so gives up.  
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Bethany also gets frustrated on maze game.  

Now playing rodeo game – also difficult. 

After initially attracting my attention because of the noisy but futile ‘chastising’ role 

she was playing, over the course of the next fifteen minutes of playtime I watched 

Bethany play four games, all of which she abandoned with frustration. While this 

seemed to suggest Bethany had a low frustration level, it may have been an inevitable 

result of the games she was playing. Black et al. (2014) spent time playing on two 

virtual worlds, one directed at boys, one at girls, to investigate what the sites offered 

for their gendered target audiences. One of the observations the researchers made was 

their own higher frustration level on the site they explored that was targeted at girls. 

The researchers noted that they had ‘much greater difficulty’ playing games on the 

girls’ site and were ‘unable to achieve any sort of resolution in many of the games 

even after hours of play’ (Black et al., 2014 p.13). 

 

On another occasion after I had observed Bethany playing and abandoning a game in 

frustration, she followed up the incident in her journal, reporting that she had again 

played the game unsuccessfully at home.  

 

Image 28: Extract from Bethany's Journal 
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The emotional effect of her digital experience is clear in this journal entry. Playing the 

game is stressful for her and causes her to feel unhappy. It is unlikely that these 

experiences build Bethany’s perception of herself as a skilled gamer and/or computer 

user.  

 

In Black et al.’s (2014) research they found that, by contrast, the boys’ virtual world 

they explored had ‘clear instructions, frequent and helpful feedback, and 

acknowledgement of achievement, essentially positioning players as powerful and 

successful’. In a social world in which good gaming skills are valued by other 

students (Hannaford, 2012b), Bethany’s negative gaming experiences may carry over 

and have real life implications. This suggestion is supported by Lucy’s successful 

integration into her class social network due to her impressive computer skills, while 

Miles experienced a sense of isolation at the beginning of the year due to his 

exclusion from this play.  

 

Not all of Bethany’s Internet worlds caused her frustration. One of the sites she often 

chose was Holly Hobbie and Friends (n.d.). This virtual world does not have its own 

dedicated web address but is located within a portal – AGkidzone (n.d.) – 

administered by the American Greetings Company, which holds the copyright to the 

Holly Hobbie name. This portal also includes games for the Care Bears franchise and 

Strawberry Shortcake. When bored with the games on offer at Holly Hobbie and 

Friends, Bethany sometimes moved across to these other two game collections.  

 

The ten games on the Holly Hobbie and Friends site include four with a theme of 

cooking or catering and two based on aspects of home making. The remaining four 
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include a virtual paper doll dressing option, a crafting activity, a game located at the 

local fair, and one game in which Holly throws water balloons at two male characters, 

the only game in which Holly Hobbie is alone, without her female companions. In 

combination these ten games give a view of girlhood that involves traditional 

‘feminine’ occupations. Additionally, although the site is aimed at girls aged 4-9 

years, the water balloons game has a slightly sexual undertone within a 

heteronormative discourse. In addition to their simplistic traditional narratives, most 

games on this site are fairly simple to play, and Bethany did not find them as 

challenging as the website of her favourite franchise, the worlds of American Girl 

(n.d.).  

 

The American Girl website is extensive and includes a game portal, game applications 

to download and an online shop for merchandise including dolls and books. Bethany, 

her older sister, and her mother all owned American Girl dolls. Bethany’s play with 

these dolls was the first play activity Bethany discussed with me during our first 

conversation, and she often selected the website to play on during computer club. The 

American Girl website offered a large number of games in both single and 

multiplayer options. These included seasonal games, and games organised and 

themed to match the historical collection of dolls. These historical dolls include a 

Native American character from 1764, an Afro-American character in the United 

States Civil War period (1864), and an interracial friendship pair of dolls from 1853 

New Orleans. While other groups are represented, the franchise sways towards a 

white, middle-class pre-eminence, for example the 2014 doll of the year had long 

blonde hair, blue eyes, and liked ballet. This doll, voted number one by customers, 
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may be representative of the demographic, or of the assets valued by the 

demographic. 

 

Discourses of patriotism, success, and social progress are pervasive amongst the 

American Girl narratives. Amongst the more contemporary stories, a doll character 

from 1974 needs to adapt to her parents’ divorce and likes basketball but must fight 

for a place on the school team because she’s a girl. Despite these ‘progressive’ 

discourses, the games maintain traditional feminine themes of food, animals, crafts, 

and home-making. Girls and women are portrayed as valuable and strong, yet 

traditional sex roles are foregrounded. These messages, which pervaded Bethany’s 

favourite Internet world were reinforced by the shared enjoyment her mother and 

older sister found in these worlds. 

 

8.2.3  The Actions and Spaces of Romance: Real and Imagined 

This subsection initially continues to focus on the actions of Bethany (and of Tristan), 

then looks to examples from the data set of two other participants. One of the 

complexities of using gender as a cluster of ideas is its persistent intertwining with 

discourses of sexuality in real life (Francis & Skelton, 2008). The following selections 

from the data are linked by their expressions of romance and sexuality. These 

selections are analysed from a spatial perspective, drawing from Proposition 1, 

‘relationships between the material and immaterial are relevant to how literacy is 

spatialised’.  

 

In my first observation of Bethany and Tristan in their classroom, they were sitting 

opposite one another. They both had a laptop in front of them and, along with the rest 
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of the class, were being given laborious step-by-step instructions on the basic skills of 

how to create a PowerPoint slideshow. Miles was also part of this class. While most 

of my notes revolve around the ways in which the three research participants in the 

room responded to the lesson, I was also aware of the private space that Bethany and 

Tristan had created within the spaces of their public classroom. 

Bethany/Miles/Tristan Class Observation Notes 15/11/11 

(Bethany and Tristan) playing footsies under the table. (…) Looking in each other’s 

eyes for a moment. Moving on with work but holding foot contact. 

My colloquial language (footsies) reflects my immediate discomfit from observing 

this gesture in a Grade 3 classroom. As in the anecdote of the social implications 

following the relocation of a student in Amy’s class, such observations of the 

everyday social practices of the classroom are indicative of the many streams of 

learning that go on outside of the official teaching and learning events.  

 

Later that day, in the less restrictive, but more visually open environment of the 

computer club, I observed Bethany standing up and going over to Tristan while he 

watched something on screen. She then leant over to turn up the volume for him in a 

caring gesture (in my journal I recorded – ‘like a loving mother/wife’ Grade 3 

Computer Club 15/11/11). After returning to her computer for a short while, Bethany 

again moved, this time sitting close to Tristan. I recorded that she was ‘again fiddling 

with his computer, this time she has the mouse. Has a foot on the edge of his chair’. In 

this circumstance, the ways in which Bethany utilises spaces and things, worked to 

communicate a message of heterosexual feminine subjectivities that exceeded the 

boundaries of a working and playing relationship. They also blatantly disregard the 

fact that Tristan was a more experienced and skilled computer user.  
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Different spaces also featured in a discussion with Grade 6 student Caitlyn about 

romantic/sexual expressions in her life. As noted in Chapter 6, Caitlyn’s digital life 

was rich with imaginative play in the form of collaborative writing on Shelfari. Her 

stories included many examples of romantic connections between characters, as in 

this excerpt: 

Downloaded from Shelfari 4/3/12 

My heart aches,  M y chest quakes,               

it, my love for you, Tips my world upside down, and  A nd I blam e you.    

pounds fast, my stomach churns, my blood rushes to my head, this is what I feel when 

you’re around.  

Caitlyn’s sole writer narratives utilised numerous examples of sexual/romantic 

discourses and a predominance of negative female characters. Her virtual spaces were 

populated with characters such as a man-eating mermaid, and narratives drawn from 

tales such as Sleeping Beauty in which both protagonist and antagonist are female.  

 

Caitlyn enjoyed interacting with the other writers in her Shelfari spaces. As noted, 

while most were strangers to her, one was a boy in her sister’s grade. She spoke about 

this boy as someone she liked to ‘kind of stalk’ (Caitlyn 1st Interview). He wrote a 

character that interacted with a character that Caitlyn wrote, liked, and felt was ‘quite 

a lot’ like the offline Caitlyn. In discussing their online writing together Caitlyn 

explained: 

Excerpt from Caitlyn 1st Interview (at approx. 18 mins) 

C. (…) and then I would say, I don’t suck, and jump back at him, and then he would 

say that I missed again, put his sword to my throat, then I melt his sword. And then I 

talked to him afterwards and said, ‘you know you’re being mean to her’ and he was 



 

 269 

like, ‘you melted his sword’, and I’d be like, ‘yeah but only cause you put it to my 

neck’ and everything and yuh. 

While mostly maintained in writing located in virtual spaces, their relationship also 

carried over into other spaces, such as occasionally going home on the train together, 

times in which they discussed their online characters. In both the material space of the 

local train from school, and within the immaterial space of a virtual page, Caitlyn 

locates spaces for playfully exploring her subjectivities.  

 

While the episode about Bethany plays out in material spaces, Caitlyn’s scenario 

moves between on- and off-line environments. The final example in this subsection is 

also not bounded by online worlds. Aamina was another of the children who stressed 

she was ‘not very girlie’ and didn’t fit within the feminine subjectivities she felt were 

on offer to her in her social worlds. She told me that other people would describe her 

as: 

Excerpt from Aamina 1st Interview (at approx. 16 mins) 

(…) Someone who’s different as people.  

J. How? 

A. Maybe like a girl who likes maybe more adventure than girls’ stuff like make-up 

and shopping and stuff.   

Like Caroline, Aamina considered certain things, actions and behaviours as typically 

‘girlie’ such as liking make-up and going shopping. Nevertheless, Aamina mostly 

reported playing on simple cooking games online, accessed through game portals 

directed towards girls. On one occasion at a computer club I recorded: 
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Grade 4 Computer Club (24/2/12) 

Aamina is spending all (now 31.29) her time on ‘girlie’ sites. Just heard quiet self talk 

– ‘it’s pretty’ about the dress an ice-skater is wearing in a game on 

www.popgirlworld.com  

Aamina’s claiming a non-girlie positioning also seemed incongruous with her 

appearance, as she stood out as one of the few girls in the Grade 4 classes to 

frequently wear pink clothes. So, it appeared that there were contradictions between 

Aamina’s actions across on and offline worlds, and the ways in which she claimed her 

gendered positioning to be. 

 

During one chat, Aamina and I discussed a new favourite game, focusing on how she 

selected her avatar. On this occasion Aamina spoke of making a selection that 

favoured practicality over prettiness, based on the grounds that the colour of the 

avatar’s clothes would stay cleaner when she fell down. (This might be classified as a 

feminine concern, compared with, for example the boyish discourses of Ben10, who 

never washes or changes his clothes.) Aamina noted that she could imagine being 

friends with her avatar. She then began discussing another avatar in the game space, a 

male character with which Aamina seemed to have an imaginary relationship:  

Aamina discussion 26/01/12  

A. Yeah. And there’s also this boy, I think his name is Mobby, (voice becomes quieter, 

huskier.) he’s a guy, like, you know, those guys that are cool and stuff, with pants and 

stuff and has a necklace on, and he can hop backwards and he has really cool stuff, but 

its cold weather stuff like you could wear skiing or snowboarding  

J. Why do you like choosing him?  

A. Because for me he just looks natural and stuff, he doesn’t look ashamed of anything. 

For me, if he was like in real life, he wouldn’t be ashamed, life would be like a 
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wonderful playground. He wouldn’t be afraid of anything - just feel normal wherever 

he is. Confident.  

In this moment Aamina has transcended reality and imagined this avatar into the real-

life environments of her life. While this conversation was about an imaginary 

character, an avatar represented through a two dimensional cartoonish image, it 

appeared that Aamina had made both an imaginative and an emotional connection 

with the character. In doing so, she transported the character from virtual to real, and 

extended his qualities from the physical and material characteristics she is presented 

with – his clothes and sports – into a fully fleshed-out ‘real boy’. And though the 

‘action’ here involves conjuring an imaginary friend, flowing across this (im)material 

divide is the perception of the very physical material activities of skateboarding and 

snowboarding, and the cool discourses associated with these activities, an important 

factor in Mobby’s appeal. Contrasting with these pictures of private experiences, the 

final part of this section focuses on boys and on group interactions in public spaces.  

 

8.2.4 The Dudes 

The computer clubs were held on school premises in the senior school computer 

laboratories and this space shaped the practices that resulted. One way this occurred 

was the exhilarated response the younger students displayed each time they entered 

the lab filled with computers and the debris left by the senior students. Another way 

was that with very little alteration, particularly in the Grade 4 club, the students sat in 

the same spaces each time they entered the room. The majority of this group were 

boys who sat in small groups of two or three, or as individuals. There were also two 

groups of girls. Hallie, Lihua and another friend sat together on one side of the room 

and often played in the same sites. Aamina, Rania and another friend sat together on 
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the opposite side of the room and played on less sophisticated sites from the other 

group of girls. (There did not appear to be any tension between these two groups.) In 

between them sat the boys. 

 

An extended social grouping of boys enjoyed interacting with each other while 

playing on the same games at their individual computers. Building quickly over the 

first few clubs, these boys summoned one another’s attention by calling out ‘Dude!’. 

After sharing a game success, or failure, or a suggestion of a site to access, ‘Dude’ 

would again be used to complete the exchange.  

Grade 4 Computer Club 2/3/12 - Tape Transcription  

3.15mins (Many voices at once. Amongst them…)  

– Dude I like this 

– Dude! Look at this!  

- (Sigh of exasperation) Dude there’s a red stone man! 

- That actually works Dude. 

In this way a hearty, social connection began to develop. ‘Dude’ appeared to be a 

gender-specific (masculine) nomenclature that worked to unify the boys. While I did 

not observe any friction between the boys and the two groups of girls that also played 

in the club, the effect was that the club had a distinct segregation of the genders, and 

was male dominant.  

 

During the first computer club some of the boys played Minecraft, while those who 

were new to this virtual world became drawn in as viewers. There seemed to be a 

general agreement that, as one boy new to the site told me, ‘Minecraft is epic!’ One 

nine-year-old boy, referred to as N. in this section, was familiar with Minecraft and 

commenced the computer club in this communal space. However later in the session 
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N. began playing Ragdoll Avalanche 2, from the portal, Ragdoll Games (n.d.). This 

game featured dagger-like icicles raining down to amputate limbs or fatally stab a 

very simplistic avatar image. There was an abundance of blood.  

 

As I approached N. to observe his play, another boy sitting nearby asked N. if he was 

allowed to play on the site, perhaps indicating to me his own discomfort with the 

images he could see next to him on N.’s screen. N. and I discussed his home Internet 

rules, which he suggested were to ensure his two younger brothers did not view 

inappropriate things, inappropriate things being games with ‘guns and stuff’. (The 

most common restriction discussed among this group.) 

 Grade 4 Computer Club 24/02/12 - Tape Transcription  

N. Umm, no inappropriate things for my two little brothers. 

J. For your two little brothers. And that rule doesn’t apply to you?  

N. I’m not allowed to play games that, like with guns and stuff, cause it’s not 

appropriate for a 3 and 5 year old.  

J. But this game would be alright? 

N. Yup. 

In this exchange N. stated twice that the restrictions on his play were connected with 

the experiences of his younger siblings. At this stage the club needed to finish, so all 

the children were asked to log out, sparing any discomfort N.’s neighbour might have 

felt with bloody images within his view. 

 

In my observation notes from the second club, I wrote about the social structure of the 

group of boys: 
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Grade 4 Computer Club Observation Notes 02/03/12 

Appear to be ‘levels’ of cool. Minecraft was the ultimate but as so many kids are 

playing it N., the ‘leader’, appears to be trying to claim extra status by playing violent 

games. 

On this occasion N. had chosen to play Hanger 2, another game from the Ragdoll 

portal with bloody images. A little later, I noted that another boy who had continually 

been unable to find something to play, was now also on the Ragdoll site and had 

adopted the ‘Dude’ call as a means to gain N.’s attention.  

 

In the third club I spent some time with my back towards most of the group, while I 

talked with Aamina, Rania and their friend about their play. As I did this a group of 

viewers congregated around N.’s computer screen. As I approached to see what was 

happening, I heard ‘she’s coming’ uttered by one of the boys, a phrase that positioned 

me as other – ‘authority’ – and perhaps also ‘woman’. By this time, the group of 

viewers included all the boys, including one boy, G. who had kept to himself during 

the clubs so far, strictly following his parents’ ban of play on game-sites with guns. 

None of the girls on either side of the room had joined the group or appeared to be 

taking any interest in the gathering. 

 

When I viewed his screen, N. was playing a game in which a feminine avatar dressed 

in a bikini dropped down from the top of the screen, bouncing on large balls as she 

descended (entitled Boneless Girl on the Ragdoll portal). In my observation notes I 

recorded that the boys were ‘gawking’. Drawing from Proposition 4, meaning making 

is embodied, this text seemed to evoke some shared, deeply felt experiences. The 

‘she’s coming’ warning was an insight that this was in part some ‘guilt’ emotion 

based on the thought that this was an inappropriate text to access and N. changed to 
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Play Hanger 2 when he realised I was viewing the proceedings. In this moment it 

appeared that the boys had formed an informal affinity group circulating with 

discourses of heterosexual masculinity.  

 

After the moment had been interrupted, it seemed that this group event, and the new 

discourses it introduced, worked to temporarily unsettle the companionable masculine 

subjectivity of ‘Dude’. As a result of this perhaps, N. seemed to suffer some small 

displacement of his leader status. Instead, another boy appeared to be granted the 

informal mantle of leadership. In the temporal vacuum left after the physical dispersal 

of the group, this other boy was marked as an ‘expert’ for introducing to the group the 

Say terminal command, in which a phrase can be ‘spoken’ by the computer in a range 

of amusing voices. There followed a short interlude when all the boys were accessing 

this application in a noisy burst of play with voice timbres. It appeared to represent a 

fresh, and perhaps safer, space to regroup. Almost all of the word choices were light-

hearted, with the exception of outsider G., who used the terminal command to type 

‘say N. is dum’ (sic) into the command space. In the following weeks, the group of 

Dudes settled back into their initial comfortable virtual play spaces, some on 

Minecraft, a few others on shooter games or other fighting worlds, and G. on the 

McDonalds site, in a mirror of their tendency to repeatedly sit at the same spaces in 

the room at each session.  

 

In the less populous Grade 5 computer club, there also developed an embodied group 

feeling of what it might mean to act as a boy. In the second session of the club, a new 

member joined. This boy, K., needed to leave the computer club early to get to 

another commitment. It was therefore quite easy to observe the differences of the club 
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in his presence and without his presence. K. came from Bolivia, and had a strong 

sense of connection to his extended family, and through them, his Home country. His 

preferred computer club activity was to watch videos from the World Wrestling 

Entertainment (WWE) Company on YouTube. This was an activity that he shared at 

home with his father, and had previously undertaken in his Home country with 

extended networks of male relatives and friends.  

 

When K. was present in the club, the sound of the WWE commentary and then of 

K.’s commentary on top of this attracted attention. However, further to this, it 

appeared that the presence of this stocky boy, with his strongly formed sense of what 

it meant to be masculine, attracted the interest of the other boys in the club, and 

influenced them to act in ways that were different to their behaviour when K. was not 

there. For example, when K. was not present, there were sometimes conversations 

between all the club members, male and female, about their favourite songs, and turns 

were taken for selecting YouTube clips to provide a musical background to the 

individual play. When K. was there the dynamic was different, as in this example 

noted in my journal on 15 March, ‘boys eventually settled in a line after some teasing 

about who smelled’ (Grade 5 Computer Club Observation Notes, 15/03/12). In 

another example, after K. and another boy watched WWE wrestling clips for a little 

while, they then began watching music clips on YouTube. This resulted in all the 

boys except one, Conor, joining together to play imaginary drums to the music with 

huge physical gestures imitating great strength and power. In the next club, Conor 

(who had previously expressed his dislike of staying ‘on the path’, and was the only 

boy who attended the knitting club) chose not to continue his resistance to this group 

behaviour and also began watching WWE clips with the other boys when K. was 
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present. From then on, and continuing through the computer club sessions, when K. 

was present the girls were ignored as the boys formed a ‘macho’ gang. When K. was 

not present, the boys and the girls in the group related to each other in an easy, almost 

gender-neutral fashion.  

 

In previous chapters there are also examples in which boys appeared to discretely 

develop groups of reference about the ways in which masculine subjectivities might 

be enacted through the incorporation of other discourses. For Edward and his friends, 

these traces of discourses seemed to be linked with being an able sportsman. For 

Ryan’s group of gamer boys, it may have been that being a good gamer was linked 

with masculine subjectivities.   

 

8.3 CHILDREN’S INTERACTIONS 

In this brief final section, interactions between students, and a teacher and his class 

are discussed. This section returns to a consideration of the discourses of gender that 

circulated within the school, which in some instances are empowered by institutional 

authority and the value-laden international curriculum the school offers.  

 

8.3.1 Conflict 

This subsection focuses on one incident in which two students came into conflict over 

their different views of gendered roles. The incident occurred in the school mall, the 

long and wide central passage way that links all areas of the school. The mall is lined 

with benches, and on this particular occasion I was talking to Caitlyn about her week, 

when Y. approached. Y. was not a part of the participant group, although he was very 

interested in the research project. He had spoken with me on a number of occasions 
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about joining the computer club, although he had not formally enrolled at that time. 

Observing me sitting in the mall with Caitlyn, Y. came over to discuss the club again. 

Caitlyn Discussion 1/12/11 

Y. Caitlyn are you taking part (in the computer club)? 

C. Yeah. Is that a problem? 

Y. What? 

C. You got a problem?  

This first section of the conversation illustrated the existing tension between the two 

students. When asked if she is taking part in the computer club, Caitlyn replies 

defensively and then uses the mildly aggressive phrase – ‘you got a problem?’  

 

Y. was often in conflict with other students. I do not know him well enough to infer 

the reasons for this, but his next comment was certain to incite an angry response. He 

may or may not have been aware of this.  

Caitlyn Discussion 1/12/11 (cont.) 

Y. It’s just usually, girls that I know don’t usually play computer games. 

C. (Immediately cuts in with) every girl I know has about ten different videogames in 

her house. 

Caitlyn’s speedy response was given authority by its assertion of material evidence. 

But when Y. takes this comment up as a challenge, Caitlyn positioned herself on the 

defensive.  

Caitlyn Discussion 1/12/11 (cont.) 

Y. What? 

C. Every girl I know has at least just like three different PlayStation things. 

Y. What games? 

C. I don’t know I don’t talk to them about it. 
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Y. Have you saw them? Covers? 

C. Yes.  

Here Caitlyn states that her female friends have ‘at least just like three different 

PlayStation things’. Her use of the word things, rather than games, may begin to hint 

at that which she then reports, that Caitlyn is not experienced in discussing digital 

game paraphernalia. (Also, the number of games per girl she nominated as evidence 

has reduced since Caitlyn’s first claim of girls having at least ten games.)  

 

Despite wanting to position herself and her friends as gamers, games are not a topic of 

conversation amongst Caitlyn and her friends. Y. pressed further, requesting a kind of 

pledge that Caitlyn had seen the games she says her friends play. 

 Caitlyn Discussion 1/12/11 (cont.) 

Y. What are they called? Barbie Maker? (Laughs.) Sorry. 

C. Normal games.  

Y. Umm, blow-up or (?) 

C. Yes. Blow-up, killing, shooting, running over people. 

Y. Err, that’s not usual, I don’t think. (walks away) 

After joking about Barbie, Y. gives Caitlyn conversational space to retrieve her 

argument. When she lists a string of violent styles of games that her friends play, Y. 

dismisses or resists Caitlyn’s comments, and walks away.  

 

Analysing this incident through the lens of Proposition 3, ‘literacies are materialised 

in things’, it seems that for Y., one of the ways in which male and female gendered 

social practices are distinguished from each other is by experiences with, and the 

ownership of, digital games. From Y.’s point of view, boys play and own digital 

games and girls do not. When Caitlyn disputes this, Y. suggests that if girls play and 
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own games, then they would be games exclusively marketed to girls, such as through 

the ‘pink’ literacy of the Barbie media franchise. While he is apparently joking 

around with this comment, he still appears to believe that girls would not usually play 

commonplace games, such as those with shooter themes (although these are rarely 

marketed towards both genders). Y. is part of Ryan’s gamer affinity group. It is 

possible that gaming, especially when reinforced through membership of this group of 

boys and their shared literacy practices, is not only about having a friend at school 

who shares an out-of-school interest, but may also be one of the ways in which Y. 

enacts his masculinities.  

 

For Caitlyn, Y.’s suggestion that girls did not play digital games perhaps denied her 

an aspect of her self that she values. Or, excluded her from a subjectivity which Y 

clearly credits with social capital. While gaming was rarely discussed between us, or 

apparently between Caitlyn and her friends, Caitlyn did have a rich digital life as a 

contributor to online role-play narratives. For Caitlyn, this activity is an equally 

legitimate way to be seen as a technophile or member of a computing culture as being 

a gamer on Minecraft. Referring to earlier vignettes of Caitlyn, and considering them 

through Proposition 4, ‘meaning-making is embodied’, Caitlyn’s many hours spent on 

the computer participating in collaborative writing spaces, and the crossing over of 

these activities into her lived space through real-life contact with fellow writers like 

her sister, are important aspects of who she is and how her life is lived. (This is 

exemplified by Caitlyn’s yearning for more readers, a way to reinforce and realise this 

activity as a viable component of herself.)  
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In this conflict, Y. expresses stereotypical discourses of femininities – resistant to 

violence, and perhaps implicitly stereotypical discourses of masculinities – superior 

technical capabilities – ergo, being proficient at digital games. In her 

counterargument, Caitlyn seems to draw from feminist discourses of equality, 

anything the boys do, girls can also do. The positioning Caitlyn takes stands out for its 

different slant in a data set with many examples of girls resisting girlie-ness.  

 

8.3.2 Boys v. Girls 

This final subsection returns to the conversation in the introduction of this chapter 

concerning the reiteration of stereotypical gendered discourses within the school. It 

begins in the space after Caitlyn and Y’s disagreement, when Caitlyn discussed her 

annoyance with the gendered beliefs that she perceived to be held by the boys in her 

Grade 6 year group.  

 

As Y. walked away from Caitlyn, Caitlyn explained her frustration with his argument, 

and with the dismissive gendered discourses that she was confronted with at school.   

Caitlyn Discussion 1/12/11 (cont.) 

C. Its just annoying cause every guy I know goes ‘what girls play games too?’ You 

can’t have a conversation in class without ‘girls get better grades cause boys always 

play games while girls study’.  

J. And how would you respond to that? Was it a conversation?  

C. In class. 

J. Who initiated it?  

C. (…) and every girl in the class went like ‘no we watch TV all the time, we have 

computers, we have games’. And he went like’ oh yeah you play on Barbie’ and we go 

‘no I hate Barbies.’ 
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This exchange was delivered in a heightened emotional manner. In it Caitlyn 

discusses what girls are capable of, or what Caitlyn as a girl might be capable of. 

(Getting good grades without putting in a lot of study time.) The argument is 

competitive, and centres on the immaterial issue of girls’ intellectual ability by 

comparison with boys. Material things are used as concrete examples of this 

immaterial fact. Boys have games and computers - and waste study time playing on 

them. It is not only the possession of the thing, but, crossing into the immaterial, it is 

the ‘reckless’ behaviour that marks the boundary of boyhood. Because these 

behaviours are exclusive to boys, Caitlyn is excluded from them.  

 

Traces of powerful and persuasive discourses are glimpsed in this conversation. One 

is simply, boys and girls are different (and in competition). Another focuses on the 

superiority of boys. Girls may get better grades, but only because they work harder. 

This can be broken down into a few components. Working hard is not valued, it 

seems almost on a par with cheating, getting good grades ‘naturally’ has higher value. 

This is the route the boys take. Therefore girls’ better grades don’t really have high 

value nor give them a ‘win’ over the boys. Another negative implication appears to be 

that if the boys decided to study, then they would get better grades than the girls. 

Major and Santoro (2014) suggest that this is a gendered view that is often shared by 

teachers.  

 

Also, in Caitlyn’s conversation she points out that a discursive device used in these 

kinds of conflicts, is to position girls as less mature than boys. Caitlyn returns to the 

Barbie franchise to example this, suggesting that she is familiar with this argument. 

Blurred lines between the material and immaterial again are present in this example, 



 

 283 

which focuses on a material object, a plastic doll, which is surrounded by layers of 

complex iconography, discourses and meanings, the immaterial. Barbie is not only a 

symbol of a hyper-feminine stereotype, but is a media package directed at girls much 

younger than Caitlyn. (Amy speaks of the Barbie franchise in exactly this way as 

well.) Y., and other Grade 6 boys who may also do the same, utilise Barbie as a 

discursive device to position themselves as more mature than the girls they interact 

with. This perhaps could be read as an attempt by the boys to reverse the position of 

gendered and binary sensible girl/silly boy discourses that endure from early years 

classrooms (Major & Santoro, 2014).  

 

An example from one Grade 6 teacher’s practice shows that teaching staff in the 

research site may also actively construct gender boundaries. During one discussion 

Lauren spoke of her humanities teacher’s regular class quizzes in which ‘we get to 

play boys versus girls’ (Lauren chat, 03/05/12). When I asked Lauren to describe this 

she noted: 

Lauren chat 03/05/12 

L. Because it challenges our skills and he always says that the guys are always winning 

and it gives the girls to like defy what he says and like, prove him wrong. And we have. 

We’ve been like higher than the guys in girls versus boys so yeah.  

In this example, while ostensibly daring children to break gender boundaries, 

nonetheless the teacher’s actions actively construct them.  

 

After this discussion, I had the unexpected opportunity to observe one of these 

quizzes during a class observation. Applying Proposition 1, ‘relationships between 

immaterial and material are relevant to how literacy is spatialised’, it is useful to 

consider Lauren’s response by considering how these quizzes are experienced in the 
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classroom. At the end of the lesson the teacher stated that the class had done enough 

work and that they could finish the class with a quiz. The class was seated, with the 

teacher standing in front of them, empowered by height, position, authority and his 

‘nice’ personality. (They are allowed to ‘play’ now). The teacher devised the 

questions, asked them, wrote them on the white board if necessary, judged the answer, 

and allotted the points. These points he records on the whiteboard. Only the teacher 

could write on this board and only he had a marker to do so. If a child moved out of 

the confinements of their desk space they risked losing a point for their team. Whilst 

the students seemed happy to participate in the game, the material and immaterial 

structures of power and dominance were stressed. From within this social 

environment, the authority figure shared the message ‘the guys are always winning’. 

While Lauren suggests this is an opportunity to defy this position, the discourse that 

girls and boys are two distinct groups in conflict with each other was reinforced.  

 

When Lauren spoke about playing ‘boys versus girls’, I asked her if she thought there 

was any gender discrimination against the girls at school. 

Lauren Discussion 03/05/12 

J. Do you think the school, and the classes, that they discriminate against girls? 

L. No I don’t think so. No it’s just in that class. (She is referring to her humanities 

class in which the boy/girl quizzes are held.) The previous class we had (…) I know the 

girls, they are my friends, they don’t pay attention a lot. Umm to be honest the guys 

probably were the smarter ones. Or the faster ones. Either.  

In another classroom situation, Lauren claimed that the girls don’t pay attention and 

that ‘to be honest the guys probably were the smarter ones. Or the faster ones’. The 

message of division, and competition was learnt. (Perhaps when told ‘the boys are 

always winning’ some girls chose not to pay attention, rather than be challenged to 
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defy the teacher.) The spaces of equality that fellow Grade 6 student Caitlyn seems to 

be emotionally striving for are not apparent to Lauren in this account of Lauren’s 

school experience.  

 

8.4 COMMENTARY 

As previously noted, this cluster of ideas was selected because of a perception that 

this was a topic that students were vocal about. However, as issues connected with 

gender are interesting to me, perhaps these comments stood out, or I encouraged them 

to some degree by my questions and body language. Nonetheless, this was a topic 

raised much more frequently by the participants, and was of more day-to-day concern 

than matters of their national/cultural heritage, as noted at the end of the previous 

chapter. For example, Amy draws from intimate experiences of four distinct 

‘H/home’ backgrounds – her parents’ two different cultural backgrounds and the two 

countries she has lived in, but across them all she is expected to identify as one 

gender, something that she doesn’t feel. Despite living with a range of health 

problems, gendered boundaries is the topic in her life she raises with frustration. It 

may be that Amy’s physiology contributes to her feeling of belonging to both sexes, 

but this is peripheral to the conversation about how Amy feels she must conform to 

single gender identification for social acceptance.  

 

The underlying understanding of this chapter is that gender is a continual process of 

becoming and gendered subjectivities are performatively constituted (Butler 1990). In 

this understanding it is not important what the children are, but how they act or say or 

do. The (im)materalities framework foregrounds the complexity of these children’s 

worlds, including embodied dimensions of the children’s gendered experiences, as in 
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the example of Tristan’s ways of playing with Lego. These embodied dimensions of 

gendered behaviour were also noticeable when the analysis focused on particular 

utilisations of space, as in the actions of Bethany and Tristan. The framework made 

visible the ways in which material things, such as hair accessories and other items 

connected with personal grooming, become integrated into gendered expressions of 

selves. Additionally, through the lens of mediation, it was possible to see how the 

differently mediated elements of media franchises such as Barbie or Ben10, work 

together to reinforce stereotypical ways of viewing gender. 

 

As noted earlier, while gender is understood as distinct from sexuality and sex roles, 

all three areas are included in the cluster of ideas discussed in this chapter. Butler 

(1990) suggests ‘culturally intelligible subjects are the causes of discourses that 

conceal their workings’ (p.56). Through repetition, heteronormative binary gendered 

behaviour accumulates to create the appearance of naturalistic, pre-determined subject 

positions (Butler, 1990). Discourses found in new media, messages imparted in the 

school community, and the many national, religious and other H/home cultural 

discourses these TCKs encounter, all influence the ways in which the children 

negotiate gender.  

 

For Amy, Caitlyn, and Tristan there was an acute awareness of some of the gendered 

discourses present in their lives, and they were keen to discuss their resistance to these 

discourses. While for Conor, it seemed that complying with the expectations of 

gendered behaviour was sometimes an easier way to proceed. Other participants, like 

Caroline and Aamina, were vocally resistant to some gendered subjectivities, and yet 

seemed to also act in ways that contradicted this, perhaps reflective of the subtle ways 
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that gendered discourses operate. For Hallie, different spaces appeared to invite 

different gendered ways of being. Lauren, as a Grade 3 student, was interested in 

becoming a skilled player of computer games but resisted a public opportunity to 

challenge herself because in her home environment she had been taught that this 

might not be viewed as appropriately feminine (Hannaford, 2012a). Three years later, 

Lauren as a Grade 6 student, has this message of gendered difference reinforced by 

the institutional weight of her school, as she listens to a teacher who suggests that the 

boys are more able, and that the girls need to compete with them.  

 

As banal as this argument might seem, it is impossible to imagine a teacher in this 

school dividing a class into two teams on the grounds of the bodily difference of skin 

colour. Gender is however viewed differently, despite its complexity. Even if this 

teacher’s intention is to subvert patriarchy, the message of masculine hegemony is 

maintained because of the lack of explicit and recurring signalling of this subversive 

intention. For 12-year-old children, especially those that may come from cultural 

backgrounds with dominantly patriarchal discourses, it cannot be presumed that the 

subversive intention is apparent. (Despite suggestions to the contrary, I sensed that the 

teacher’s aim was to be popular rather than subversive when I viewed a quiz session.) 

In a school that promotes an inclusive community of students, this competitive 

dividing of a class along gender lines might not be viewed as in keeping with the 

ethos of the school. It is certainly not inclusive of young people within the school 

community who do not find themselves comfortably pigeon-holed within 

heteronormative, male/female binaries.  
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In this school the complex components of gendered understandings are intricate due 

to the wide diversity of cultures within the community. However, the school 

community, while perhaps unusual in its extreme national diversity, contains the same 

wide range of gendered make-up found in any group of people. There was very little 

official dialogue about gender, sex roles, and sexualities. But these themes were not 

absent in the community. The children were well aware that gendered discourses 

played out in their lives. The ‘school’ contributed to this. There was teaching both 

overt and subtle that worked to acknowledge and maintain traditional Western 

patriarchal discourses. This perhaps contributed to some children feeling constrained 

within stereotypical subjective positions, as evidenced by Caitlyn’s frustrated outburst 

over the attitude of the boys towards the girls’ abilities and value. In the final chapter 

this cluster of ideas on gender in reflected upon further, in connection with ideas from 

the preceding chapters, Technology and Home.  
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CHAPTER 9 CONCLUSIONS 

This research set out to explore the ways in which identities, online and offline 

worlds, everyday life and literacies and the worlds of school, interplay in the lives of 

this group of globally mobile children. In doing so, this study contributes to research 

in the field of new literacies by mapping the experiences of a group of children not 

yet explored in that space, and expands conversations around the lives of Third 

Culture Kids, by bringing their experiences in a 21st century technologically infused 

world to the forefront. The (im)materialities analytical framework (Burnett et al., 

2014) allowed a way to think about the ways in which literacies work in the lives of 

this particular group of children, to realise these aims. In the sections that immediately 

follow, I present an overview of the findings made visible through the analysis 

framework. For practical reasons this is structured by the section headings of 

technology, home and gender, although these titles are not intended to obscure the 

mutually constitutive workings of these three clusters of ideas. In the final sections of 

the chapter, the implications of the research are discussed, and some concluding 

recommendations are put forward.  

 

9.1 TECHNOLOGY 

Within the space of the school, the intersection of technology into the children’s lives 

was problematic. And there was little evidence in the classroom observations that 

teachers gave thought to how their pupils positioned themselves as digital literates, 

even though most teachers were happy to discuss themselves in this light during 

interviews. This might be seen as a practical expression of viewing children as 

becomings rather than beings, and it worked to the detriment of the teachers’ aims. In 

Lucy’s class project to create a newsletter about environmental issues, the potential 
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affordances of technologies for supporting rich learning were lost to the pursuit of 

managing the technology itself.  

 

Lankshear and Knobel (2002) discuss the need for different ways of teaching 

communicative skills, focusing on the need to attract attention to texts in this time of 

information overload/attention economy. In Lucy’s class project, the available 

technological tools might first have been used to research, and then with the 

assistance of teachers, to analyse, persuasive texts, to begin to build understandings of 

how a powerful message might be constructed. Then, the advantage of producing text 

using technologies - easily edited spaces in which to build coherent messages, text 

and image working together to attract the attention of a reader - might have become 

the principal idea, rather than a message of technology as difficult to ‘manage’. In this 

circumstance Lucy might have learnt that she could be a powerful person in the world 

herself (Comber, 1999; 2015). Merchant (2013) suggests:  

A schooling system that does not acknowledge this participation in digital culture may 

fail to recognise the meaning-making practices that are used, and perhaps needed, in 

everyday life and may well end up inadvertently positioning pupils as failures in tasks 

that are reductive and oriented towards developing a narrow range of print literacy 

skills (p.157). 

The presence of technologies in children’s lives cannot be ignored, and the 

experiences and skills they bring should be realistically understood.  

 

This research suggests that technologies, such as computers and the Internet, were an 

important part of these Third Culture Kid’s literate experience. Programs and 

applications like Facebook, Shelfari and Skype and their affordances, and Internet 

worlds such as Club Penguin and Stardoll have changed the ways in which globally 
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mobile communities live. In examples such as Lauren’s use of Facebook to extend in-

school social connections into an out-of-school time and space, and join them to her 

previous in-school connections, the children’s use of ‘iScapes’ (Mallan et al., 2010), 

can be seen to ‘shape interactions that invariably filter into offline contexts, giving 

shape and meaning to human actions and motivations’ (Mallan et al., 2010 p.264). 

When I initially spoke about the research to school classes, the computer clubs were 

discussed as a part of the research design. Therefore, investigating the role of 

technologies in children’s lives, particularly play involving digital technologies, was 

clearly flagged as important. But it appeared that these twenty children were not 

unrepresentative of their classmates. At our first meeting, there was a clear message 

from Miles that being excluded from digital play excluded him from the worlds of his 

peers, an example that illustrates that the influence of digital technologies was pre-

existing within the children’s community. Technologies intersected in significant 

ways in all the children’s lives, although to varying degrees.  

 

Children in the group differed from one another in the degree of their knowledge and 

competence with digital technologies and in their perception of the cultural capital 

aligned with these knowledges and skills. Many children were concerned about how 

they were viewed as digital users by their peers, particularly with reference to gaming. 

Lauren regarded acquiring gaming skills, and bonding with others who shared such 

activities, to be socially undesirable, potentially linking her with an affinity group of 

lower social status. Playing digital games was not a part of Lauren’s life now, even 

though a few years earlier she had enjoyed playing them. This concern about being 

viewed as a gamer seemed somewhat incongruous given Lauren’s tendency to make 

social bridges between excluded children and the greater Grade 6 community. Fellow 
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Grade 6 student Edward was also particularly keen to stress that he was not linked to 

a gaming affinity group. And yet he did play digital games in social settings with 

people he had a particularly intimate relationship with, his brothers and long-standing 

friends.  

 

The younger children did not share this negative opinion of gaming, although again 

complex positionings seemed to be in play. Aamina held discordant views about 

gaming. When she undertook her own research into digital play it seemed apparent 

that Aamina enjoyed traditional playground games and other ‘costless’ kinds of play. 

This enjoyment was troubled by her perception that ‘electronic’ gaming was more 

highly valued by her peers. Furthermore, she assumed that the adults she interacted 

with all had negative opinions about digital gaming. This combination of beliefs 

introduced several tensions that Aamina needed to negotiate. Such examples illustrate 

the potential complexity of these children’s positions towards digital play and the 

conflicting discourses they negotiate with regards to technologies.  

 

During our time together Lihua and Lucy were transitioning through a major 

relocation and a number of other children were aware of impending moves. It might 

be assumed that these moves caused various kinds and various degrees of discomfort. 

New technologies provide pathways in which old friends and extended families can 

maintain their social connections, in ways that were not available when I first 

travelled overseas to teach more than twenty-five years ago. Yet, the maintenance of 

social connections in these children’s lives is not only enriched by improved and 

accessible communication flows modelled on traditional forms of communication 

such as email and Skype. Internet worlds, as part of these children’s mediascapes, 
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provided pervasive sites of belonging that allowed social connections and other 

possibilities. For Dusan, Club Penguin became an avenue for social connection with 

his old friend, while for Lihua and Lucy, in addition to providing a source of 

enjoyment, the Club Penguin Internet world supplied a space of stability and 

constancy.  

 

In the children’s immediate homes, their parents’ actions with regards to technologies 

and digital spaces had repercussions, both for the children as individuals and for 

whole family networks, particularly influencing the children’s relationships with their 

siblings. A number of children discussed conflicts with their siblings over shared 

machines, and complex loyalties needed to be negotiated over not reporting 

‘transgressive’ behaviour with technologies to parents. Nonetheless, digital play 

united many siblings, as in the cases of Ryan and Hallie and their (unequal) 

involvement with Minecraft, and Tristan, who helped to care for his younger brother’s 

digital pets. Lihua and Lucy’s self reliant play together in the absence of their usual 

technological tools, can be seen as an example of the Third Culture Kid proposition, 

that families who live this kind of lifestyle are often tightly bound and self reliant 

(Pollock & van Reken, 2009).  

 

9.2  H/HOME 

The intersections of H/home spaces and technologies did not only occur through 

direct connections on- or off-line with family in situ, or even with extended family 

‘back H/home’. Lihua researched a Chinese story on the Internet for a homework 

assignment, thereby building on her limited store of knowledge and real-life 

experiences of her ‘official’ Home culture. Rania used the Internet to research Bengali 
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clothes, even though her family wore these outfits and she had spoken to me about her 

own sari wearing experiences. Play spaces also made it possible for these children to 

access the alternative cultural spaces that played a part in their lives. Through the 

Internet, both Lihua and Rania were able to immerse themselves in the Western 

worlds that seemed as much a part of their lived experience as the Chinese and 

Bengali H/homes they were ‘officially’ connected with.  

 

The school where the research took place distinguished itself by marking differences 

within the school community as the keystone to an imaginary construction of unity. 

The school touted the large number of cultures represented as the unique feature of 

the school, and this diversity was frequently raised as a theme in classroom work and 

out-of-class activities. Yet during our conversations, each of the twenty children only 

discussed their ties to a national culture on occasion, usually because I had prompted 

them to do so. Rania was the only child to express a somewhat negative view about 

their Home country, but even amongst children who visited their country of heritage 

regularly and maintained close ties, there was not necessarily a sense that they wished 

to, or planned to, return there. This point of view was most clearly expressed by 

Edward and Dusan, although both appeared to show discomfort during these 

discussions. In a world in which immigration cultures are increasingly predominant, 

this point may have relevance beyond this immediate time in the lives of this specific 

community of Third Culture Kids. 

 

Pollock and van Reken (2009) suggest that TCKs build relationships with cultures 

‘while not having full ownership in any’ (p19). This is certainly the case with Lihua, 

her Scottishness can be seen as example of this, and it seems applicable to other 
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children as well. Caroline, who had lived her entire life in one country, provides a 

distinctive example. To decide that Caroline doesn’t belong in this group of TCKs, 

denies the fact that she sees herself as a member of this community, sharing in the 

pain of friends who move away, and dealing with the complexities of growing up in a 

family with multiple cultural/national and linguistic connections. However, Caroline 

did not have ‘full ownership’ within the TCK community, as she had not undertaken a 

global relocation, and her father belonged to the local national community. In this 

way Caroline’s position can be seen as mimicking this TCK identification 

conundrum, and, her inclusion into this group troubles the notion of TCKs as a neat 

classification. (As previously noted, this is a problem that Pollock and van Reken 

(2009) grappled with, leading them to introduce wider and additional categories, such 

as Cross-Cultural Kid, to Useem et al.’s (1964) original TCK theory.)  

 
9.3 GENDER 

At the outset of the research I considered the intersecting areas of 

globalization/culture and technology in these children’s lives were topics of high 

pertinence, in some ways justifying the research proceeding. I didn’t recognise the 

potential intersection of gender into this mix at this time. As the research proceeded 

and I spent more time with the children, issues of gender gained increasing 

prominence in our conversations, and hence in my thinking. Retrospectively, it seems 

to me that gender was a logical third player in this set of concerns. Gender-based 

conversations are contemporary, particularly in Western societies. They cannot be 

shelved as historical arguments that have been ‘solved’. Within the small local view 

of this research, gender was topical, yet this is mirrored in larger global conversations. 

In recent years many conversations in the (Western) global media have emerged in 

which gender is the focus, often intermixed with discourses around 
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globalization/culture, and/or discourses around technology. Recent examples include 

the wide public dissemination of calls for gender equality in education across all 

cultures such as the #BringBackOurGirlsCampaign (Mosley 2014; also the Malala 

Fund n.d.); the appearance of public campaigns against the ‘cultural’ practices of 

genital mutilation (United Nations, 2012; United Kingdom Home Office, 2012); 

research into the gendered nature of trolling and ‘everyday’ gendered discrimination 

(Duggan, 2014; Bates, 2014), especially in the media (Holmes, n.d.), and the 

acknowledgement of this as problematic for all, as in the #heforshe campaign (UN 

Women, 2014); and conversations about the rights and social position of transgender 

young people (Padawer, 2014) and gender-variant children (Padawer, 2012). In this 

light, the introduction of the topic of gender into this ‘local’ exploration of 

globalization and technology is less remarkable.  

 

Resistance was displayed by some of the children to a society that they perceived was 

forcing them into an established gendered social system that didn’t fit with their self-

perception. These societal discourses were detected within their mediascapes, and, 

drawing from this space and the discourses of their H/home environments, within 

their own social worlds. Sometimes this resistance was against acting in certain 

gendered ways required to gain admission to a friendship group. While TCK 

discourses suggest these children may lack spaces of belonging, in this regard the 

children did question the ‘price’ of belonging.  
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9.4 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

There were five main findings to emerge from this study: 

• New technologies provided important social connection spaces, in addition to 

other benefits, for Third Culture Kids, yet their parents and their school would 

often curtail these children’s use of technology rather than nurture it. By limiting 

their access to, or expansion of skills with digital technologies, limitations were 

also placed on the children’s literacy practices, including the social construction 

of selves through the relationships carried out in online spaces. To thrive in an 

increasingly digitalised community, it is necessary to nurture these Third Culture 

Kids’ digital literacies, and support them appropriately in their endeavours to 

build their online selves.    

• Twenty-first century digital technologies have opened up spaces of belonging and 

continuity for Third Culture Kids, in ways that might not be expected. The sense 

of continuity and belonging found in familiar digital play spaces such as Club 

Penguin are anchors for children, particularly in times of unsettledness and 

change. And, digital spaces offer the possibility of learning about a passport 

culture that a child may know they are connected with, but may not feel connected 

to. This in turn may help to increase a child’s sense of belonging to their passport 

culture, and offer a continual cultural thread for children who repeatedly move 

across countries and homes.  

• While International Schools promote an acceptance of cultural diversity, they may 

not fully accommodate or support the true complexity of, and shifting nature of, 

Third Culture Kids’ cultural subjectivities, exuding instead an attitude that cultural 

subjectivities are stable and limited, not reflecting the authentic experience of the 

students. International Schools must be especially mindful of subtle or not so 
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subtle instances of cultural hegemony within their environment. Schools need be 

aware of tendencies to influence and constrict students in their take up of cultural 

subjectivities, and instead open up opportunities for students to explore the 

multiple dimensions of their cultural identities. This will support globally mobile 

students in this sometimes tricky dimension of self.   

• How these Third Culture Kids perceived themselves as gendered selves and 

digital users appeared to have more significance in their lives than how they fitted 

into different ‘cultural’ groups. The children maintained a sense of agency with 

regard to their gendered positioning, despite the pervasive discourses that worked 

to limit the expressions of gender available to them. While the school fostered 

intercultural understanding, other kinds of difference were not addressed and were 

therefore inclined to be more troublesome, particularly gendered difference. This 

was problematic, especially in combination with gestures such as elevating the 

status of the boy’s rugby team, implicating the school in a reproduction of 

patriarchal discourses. Schools need to balance a range of points of view, both 

traditional and progressive. While the intersections of cultural difference and 

gender are complex and potentially divisive within the wider school community, 

some kind of agreement needs to be in place within school bodies to address all 

human difference within an overarching ethos of respect and equity, in keeping 

with a commitment to human rights. 

• While not specifically within the focus of this research and my expertise, another 

kind of ‘difference’ within the school community was that of physical disability. 

Where students such as Amy are accepted into schools in accordance with ‘open 

door’ enrolment policies, they need to be supported by strong equity measures to 

ensure such students can be full and successful members of the community.  
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9.5  IMPLICATIONS 

With ample (safe) opportunity to explore the wide range of possible worlds that the 

Internet opens up, Third Culture Kids may find a sense of belonging and continuity in 

Internet spaces. These children would then be able to not only imagine themselves 

into lives that offer spatial and emotional stability and welcome, but more so, have 

active, agential experiences of living in worlds of their own choosing. Lessons can be 

drawn from this research, and the large body of evidence showing that informal 

digital play spaces offer rich sources of learning. With access to the playful spaces of 

the Internet, global engagement, learning, and spaces of belonging might be offered to 

all.  

 

A number of ongoing questions have arisen out of the research. A longitudinal 

research pursuit, already embarked upon, is to continue to explore the changes in 

Caitlyn, Edward and Lauren’s digital experiences, and mark another step of change in 

how they integrate technologies into their literate lives, to continue to build a picture 

of how technologies might factor into the lives of these particular children. Another 

question regards how immersed Lihua and Lucy are within the culture of the country 

in which they now live as time has passed, and whether time has eroded the strong 

attachment that Lihua felt for Scotland. An awareness of this flow of adaptation and 

change with regards to cultural subjectivities may help to render visible the fluidity 

and changeability of positionings towards national communities within the lives of 

these children. This would contribute, in a small way, to dispelling notions of national 

identification as bounded and fixed, and to further understanding how these children 

negotiate cultural subjectivities. These understandings would seem to be of particular 

relevance and implication for those involved in international education.  
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Universal issues surrounding gender are issues within children’s inner worlds, thus 

working to address these issues in schools is in the children’s interests, perhaps with 

wider consequences. Neglecting to emphasise this as an area of sustained tension in 

everyday actions and conversations results in an effective incorporation of this aspect 

of global inequality into a school’s discrete curriculum and a lost opportunity crucial 

to effective equality discourses. Holland et al (2001) suggest that in collectively 

realised ‘as if’ worlds, understandings about how the world might be, and how an 

individual might ‘figure into’ these worlds, work to shape a person’s identities and 

subjectivities. Schools have long been implicated in the construction of and 

normalisation of gendered subjectivities (Kamler, 1994), thus helping to maintain the 

status quo in the outer worlds that these children do and will operate within.    

 

9.6  RECOMMENDATIONS 

To support Third Culture Kids in the 21st century, and give them opportunities to fully 

develop their literacies, an understanding of the potential benefits of digital access for 

these children needs to be disseminated to international school communities. This 

might be realised in a variety of ways, such as through TCK literature, or via official 

school/parenting communication forums. While the Internet is a complex, and 

potentially dangerous place, it also increasingly occupies a large part of lives, and can 

offer these children a space to grow and connect and belong, without being 

constrained by limited and disjointed social networks. Importantly, while educating 

children and families on safe Internet use has value, restricting official school 

messages to this, or the promotion of so called ‘educational’ sites such as Mathletics, 

and by informally circulating Internet ‘danger’ discourses, children may not be best 

supported by their school. As a part of this approach to the school community and as 
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an adjunct to it, International Schools need to make conscious efforts to look outside 

research directed to their traditional concerns, (such as working with students with 

developing English), and look to wider conversations and research into literacy 

practices in the 21st century.  

 

International Schools can also support their student community by providing 

opportunities for the unabridged version of individual students’ cultural subjectivities 

to be explored within the spaces that curriculum and extra-curricula activities open 

up. By offering such opportunities, the school would work towards supporting 

students in an understanding of the complexity of (them)selves and their subjective 

positionings. This would be a useful step towards realising broad (fuzzy) curriculum 

aims within international education, such as developing a sense of international 

mindedness.  

 

The importance of issues of gender in the lives of children should not be ignored. 

While outward facing responses, such as a community service project drawing 

attention to global issues of gender equity, are one way for schools to address the 

problem, with such a strong message from the children that gender is a disruptive or 

restrictive component of their lives, more is required. While the children’s perceptions 

and experiences noted here arose in this specific site, the questions raised are likely to 

have relevance for other International Schools. One recommendation then, is for this 

‘problem of gender’ to be addressed through the International Baccalaureate. This 

organisation runs a large number of professional development courses to inculcate its 

values and pedagogical approaches. A course constructed around the topic of gender 
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would bring this fundamental issue into discussion within the international education 

community. 

 

Overall the research found that for Third Culture Kids in the technologically-infused 

21st century, notions of H/home and belonging are enriched and more complex than 

has been made visible previously. The multiple worlds that these children operate 

within and co-construct, interweave in intricate ways. These complications draw into 

themselves broader and more fundamental issues than those directly connected with 

living a mobile lifestyle. As globally mobile lifestyles continue to become 

increasingly prevalent, recognising the complexities of these children’s worlds is 

vital.  
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APPENDIX A: SELECTED IMAGE TEXTS 
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Image A2: Extract from Alexander's Journal 

Thursday 22.03.12 

Today I had a normal not stressful schoolday. When I came home from school I did 

homework, read and watched 50 minutes TV. A Film that was called Bergdoktor. 

(German) 
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Image A3: Extract from Ashley's Journal 

We have included some new things like horoscope and P.E. paparazzi. We used to 

only use Publisher but now we’re also starting to use Pages. It’s not as good as 

Publisher but the school doesn’t have that so we have to make do with Pages. I went 

on Girls Go Games once and played a game where you (…) 
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Image A8: Extract from Hallie's School Portfolio 

19 April 2012 

Dear Mom and Dad 

 

As I introduce you to my portfolio and show you around my learning environment 

there are a few things I would like to share with you. I would also like you to know 

how much I appreciate your help and support with my learning. 

 

The best part of school for me is music because I love learning about different 

instruments and notes. This year I have learnt many things, however the ones which I 

hope I will never forget are My experience with the money so I can use it in future 

life. I know I have really improved at Pysical Education because I have higher 
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stamina. My funniest memory of the school year so far was when I was just about to 

go outside when they called indoor break. The most exciting time was when I was 

getting ready for the Choir Fun Fest.  

 

I would like you to know how much you helped me with my homework. My goals are 

to learn all my times tables and to use joined handwriting more often.  

 

When I’m not at school did you know that my favorite thing to do is read and think? 

Some of my best times with my family are spent when we play games together. You 

are very special to me because you care. 
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Image A12: Extract from Rania's Journal 

Super boy memory 

 

There are 6 pair of cards. you have 20 minutes in this game and you have to find the 

pair in 2 games and in the 3 and 4 you have 9 pairs. I got up to level 4. I lost my 20 

minites. I enjoy playing memory but this memory was for boys. when I started play 

this game I released it was for boys. The game is www.popfun.co.uk.com 

 

  

http://www.popfun.co.uk.com/
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Image A14: Extract from Tristan's Journal 

Dear Mrs Hannaford, 

I played moshimonster. it was fun playing it. my nu moshi is very nice. I also sykped 

with my dad (called him). I downloaded Alvin and the Chipmunks from my 50 Euro 

card that I got for Christmas (Free download) 

I watch kanfu panda 2 and cars 2 on my dads ipad. I talked to my mom’s iphone 4S. I 

asked it what the (wether would be) 
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Image A15: Extract from Tyler's Journal 

 

7/3/12 

I played Mincraft 

In it I finished my rolicoster ringed with lava at the end so if any bodies is played they 

will be dead HaHaHaHa! 

13/3/12 

I played Mincraft and I buildt a big statu of my brother in dimond armer, a dimond 

sowrd and shot gun 
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Image A17: Extract from Aamina's Journal 

 

Research notes! 

 

People mostly like electronic games because they think it is more fun 

Why I think we like electronic is better than costless? 

Because it becomes boring after a while 

The electronic has much more powerful than the costless 

 

You and me interview 
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Image A18: Extract from Aamina's Journal (2) 

Electronic games 

Wii, Nitendo DS, PSP, computer, Action and Knowledge 

These games are electronic and also you have to most of the time think. Everybody 

likes them! 

Tick Witch is best? 

 

Costless games 

Hide and seek, colour catch, line catch, 50/50 home, exercise games 

These games are costless and also really fun. I wonder why no one really plays them 

unless they have too.  

Tick Witch is best? 
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Image A20: Extract from Caitlyn's Journal 

1 hr T.V. 

½ hr Shelfari/Email 

 

Thursday 19th January 

 

1 hr T.V. 

I hr Shelfari/Email 

On Shelfari, made a group where the group picture apparently made a girl puke 
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Image A21: Two School Texts (Lihua) 
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People always say I am hyper, cheerful, happy and funny 

When I grow up I would like to be a natralist that studies nature 

 

Things I want to get better are German, weight, and time in German 

 

The best thing about me is I am always happy and sometimes hyper. 

 

I come from Aberdeen. I am 9 years old.   

 

What I do really well is swimming and reading, my favourite authur is Erin Hunter 

 

 

 

Who am I 

 

Always think that today is your last! 

  



 

 346 

Image A23: Extract from Rania's Journal (2) 

 

Hobo prison 

 

In hobo prison you kill people by vomiting at them and doing caca at them and 

fighting them in a jail and you can also kill the police and the prisiner.  

And as – means fight and s – means vomite and a – means doing caca.  

When you finished this level you can do sah, and sah – means doing pipi.  

You die when you are fighten and lots of blood gets out.  

 

I lost a lot in the game and I didn’t much enjoy. 
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Image A24: Extract from Rania's Journal (3) 

Halloween 

In the 31st of October it is Halloween and some people go treaker treating. treaker 

treating is going to people’s houses and sing a song to give them pudding and if you 

don’t they keep singing 
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Image A26: Extract from Hallie's Journal 

Today I watched Ryan play ‘Zelda, Twilite Prinsess’ on the wii. It is a game that your 

caracter is sent on an Epic quest to save Zelda from the clutches of evil and defeat the 

Empire of evil, Ganandorf. You also need to defeat the King of Twilite, Zant. I also 

watched Ryan’s minecraft videos. It was called ‘Shadow of Isrbal’. 
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Image A27: Extract from Hallie's Journal (2) 

 
I played Minecraft for a little bit and built a tower with lots of colours. I watched 

Ryan begin his “Epic Castle”. It’s three blocks thick. The middle layer is made of 

obsidan so it can’t be blown up by a TNT canon. He made Knights and Archers 

Barracks on the first floor, Knights and Archers Academy on the second. Finally, on 

the third floor, he had his Kings Quarters. Where he – the King – lives and some other 

apartments. 
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Figure A5: Edward’s Social Fields 

 

Immediate Family 

Mother & 2 brothers 

Literacy spaces - Home, telephone, kitchen noticeboard 

Possible discourses within community - Importance of family; Love & Support; 

Value of success; Technologies; Football; Britishness  

 

Extended Family  

Father; Grandparents living in other countries. 

Literacy spaces - Face to face time is important and frequent. Second choice is 

communication through Facebook & email. 
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Possible discourses within community - Importance of family; Love & Support; 

Britishness   

 

Friends at School 

Grade 6 boys. Footballers. 

Literacy spaces - Football field, Facebook, each other’s homes. 

Possible discourses within community - Football; Gamers aren't cool; Sportsmen are 

cool; Value of success (academic and sports) 

 

Old friends. 

Ex-students of Research site.  

Literacy spaces - Facebook, Skype. 

Possible discourses within community -International Schools; Global Mobility & 

New Cultures; Sportsmen are cool    

 

Local friends. 

Ex-students of International Pre-school. 

Literacy spaces - Telephone, Facebook, Each other’s homes. 

Possible discourses within community - Local environment. Games. Sportsmen are 

cool. Family. 

 

Sports team. 

Boys from local area. 

Literacy spaces - Football field. 

Possible discourses within community – Football 
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	Clapping after Lihua’s Sword Dance.

